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ABSTRACT

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES: TEACHER PERCEPTION OF
COMPONENTS OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES IN HIGH SCHOOLS
Erika Schlichter, Ed.D.
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Marc VanOverbeke, Director

The mandate for school reform is becoming more urgent as schools increasingly focus on
improving student learning. This mandate for reform has produced a need for effective school
improvement structures to organize staff efforts to improve student learning. The professional
learning communities (PLC) structure has been widely touted among practitioners as a valid
model for instituting school reform. The popularity of this structure has grown to such an extent
that its impact has been diluted through lack of understanding, partial implementation, and lack
of focus on student learning outcomes. The purpose of this study was to examine the
relationship among different components of the PLC framework when it is implemented at the
high school level. In addition, this study examined how teacher demographic characteristics,
such as gender and longevity in the profession, impact teachers’ perceptions of PLCs.

These

relationships were measured using means difference testing and correlation analyses. The
significance of the study lies in its usefulness to those attempting to implement the PLC structure
as a school improvement measure. This study identifies relationships among the components of
PLCs and how teachers perceive the structure, thus providing direction so practitioners will be
able to more effectively target their resources for implementation.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

School organizations experience constant internal and external pressure to improve
performance. The issue of school reform and improvement reached the level of national debate
in the early 1980s after the publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence
in Education, 1983). This publication resulted in a national conversation regarding school
accountability and school reform. Subsequently, the political discourse around school reform
shifted toward a mandate-oriented approach with the renewal of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act in 2002, popularly titled No Child Left Behind (NCLB). A decade after the turn
of the 21st century the mandate approach was supplemented in 2009 with a competitive grant
called Race to the Top (RTTT) funded by the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act
(ARRA). RTTT put in place financial incentives for schools to adopt changes such as
performance evaluations for teachers and principals using multiple measures of effectiveness
including student performance results, adoption of common curricular standards, and
construction and use of data systems. RTTT extended the focus on improvement by augmenting
the NCLB mandates with incentives for school and district improvement. While the political
landscape and future of federal school improvement mandates are unclear as of 2015, it is certain
that the impetus to continue reform and improvement efforts in schools will continue.
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Background and Rationale

The mandate for reform necessitates that school leaders be proactive in identifying and
adopting improvement measures that have a reasonable chance of improving performance results
and making meaningful change. When school leaders in individual districts and schools view
the options for instituting reform, the recommendation to institute a professional learning
community (PLC) framework looms large. This concept has permeated practitioner literature
with convincing anecdotal evidence of the successes possible through its use (Buffum, Mattos, &
Weber, 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Price, 2008). For both school
leaders and staff members, the increasingly common use of the term “professional learning
community” has blurred its definition and meaning. In popular opinion among practitioners, a
PLC has become something that should be put in place, although many are unsure of how it
works, why it works, and how to implement the model. While the concept of a PLC was born
from the work of Milbrey McLaughlin in the Rand Change Agent Study of 1970, the concept
continues to be appealing to practitioners, yet difficult for them to access through the research (as
cited in DuFour, 2009). Although much research on the topic of PLCs is conducted through
intensive school case studies, the findings of the studies are not always cited as useful resources
by practitioners struggling with the very problems and issues under study (DuFour).
Consequently, practitioners continue to rely heavily on anecdotes, personal experience, and word
of mouth to unravel the mysteries of PLCs without the benefit of insight that could be provided
by an understanding of the research literature on the topic (DuFour).
The literature provides an underpinning of support for the use of the PLC structure as a
vehicle for school reform; however, in order for meaningful change to occur through the use of
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this complex structure, implementation must be accompanied by a thorough understanding of the
relationships and degree of interaction between interwoven strands of the structure.
Theoretical Framework
This study utilized Hord’s (1996) definition of a PLC to provide a framework for
identifying and discussing the characteristics of this structure:


Shared and supportive leadership



Shared vision for student learning



Collective teacher learning



Shared instructional practice



Supportive structures, conditions, and practices

These five factors have been supported in the literature as the basis for a functioning PLC (Hord,
1996, 1997, 2008) and are still used in both practitioner and scholarly literature. Further
discussion of the literature supporting this framework appears in Chapter 2 of this study. In
addition, discussion of Hord’s instrument, the School Professional Staff as Learning Community
Questionnaire (SPSLCQ) developed in conjunction with the Southwest Educational
Development Laboratory (SEDL) for measurement of PLC implementation, appears in Chapter 3
(see Appendix A).
Statement of the Problem

Practitioner publications have widely touted the PLC structure as the answer to school
improvement (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Price,
2008). However, there is a lack of scholarly literature isolating the mechanisms by which this
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structure might function or the relationships among different elements of the framework.
Consequently, while many schools have implemented some semblance of a PLC structure in
response to the need for school improvement initiatives, there has been a lack of specificity in
the manner in which the structure is defined and monitored. Hord’s (1996) framework identifies
and defines five major components of effective PLCs. These components are well established
and supported in the literature, individually and as a collective approach to school improvement
(Achinstein, 2002; Cranston, 2009; Ebmeier & Nicklaus, 1999; Grossman, Wineburg &
Woolworth, 2001; Little, 2003; Louis & Marks, 1998; Louis, Marks & Kruse, 1996; Mullen &
Huttinger, 2008; Somech, 2005, 2008; Supovitz, 2002; Young, 2006). However, further research
is needed to tease out the relationships among these components and related school improvement
outcomes so educators can effectively implement and monitor the structure.
Currently, in Illinois, the performance of high school students on college readiness
measures has declined, while a focus on college readiness has increased within the public
discourse (Malone & Little, 2011). Consequently, the need for vigorous, effective, and wellimplemented improvement structures for the high school level has never been greater. However,
the literature indicates that PLC implementation within a high school setting often faces
particular challenges in comparison to PLCs at the elementary or middle levels (Grossman et al.,
2001). Therefore, research is needed to specifically address the relationships among the PLC
elements and the ways in which teacher perception of the structure vary when implemented at
the high school level.

5
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship among the different
components of the PLC framework when implemented at the high school level. The study used
Hord’s (1996) framework, School Professional Staff as Learning Community, to provide a basis
for definition and measurement of each component. This research builds on previous literature
that links the general concept of PLCs to improved student outcomes (Ebmeier & Nicklaus,
1999; Louis et al., 1996; Supovitz, 2002; Wiley, 2001). This study researched the questions:
1. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
gender?
2. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
longevity in the profession?
3. To what extent is the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs related
to each of the other four dimensions?
4. To what extent is the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions?
Significance of the Study

With the high stakes attached to school improvement measures, the PLC model has
become a popularly acknowledged structure for raising student achievement under certain
conditions (Buffum et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Price, 2008).
Consequently, new ways of thinking about how it works are needed so implementation can be
effective. This study is significant because it provides a tool to understand the degree to which
elements of PLCs correlate with each other and how teachers perceive the structure, thus
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providing direction for practitioners seeking to effectively implement the model. Current
scholarly research identifies factors that combine to form a PLC as well as the various expected
outcomes. Practitioner literature touts PLCs as the current favored school improvement measure,
and popular practice among practitioners gravitates toward implementation of the model.
Despite the existence of practitioner enthusiasm for implementing PLCs, there is a pervasive lack
of depth in understanding the precise mechanisms that function to make this model a viable
vehicle for improvement. This study served to partially fill this gap in understanding, providing
tools for more effective implementation and monitoring of PLCs as school improvement
measures.
An additional significance of the study was located in its focus at the high school level.
Much of the research on PLCs is centered around elementary or middle school settings, as those
settings have traditionally aligned themselves more easily to the teaming structures and teaming
approaches necessary to implement a PLC effectively (Grossman et al., 2001; Louis et al., 1996).
Consequently, there is a need for research on PLC development and effectiveness at the high
school level due to the unique nature of high school teachers and school structures. Research
specific to this level will provide deeper understanding of how PLCs may be more effectively
implemented and monitored to obtain the expected outcome of student achievement.
Overview of Methodology

This quantitative correlational study examined the relationship among five variables:
shared and supportive leadership; shared vision for learning; collective teacher learning; shared
instructional practice; and supportive structures, conditions, and practices. In addition, this study
examined the relationship among each of the dimensions of a PLC and the variables of teacher
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gender and number of years in the profession. All variables were measured on interval scales, as
variables were determined with a 5-point Likert-type scale. Variables describing teacher
background and demographics were measured on interval or nominal scales.
According to Creswell (2011), a correlational design is appropriate when the researcher
wishes to relate two or more variables to assess the relationship among them. Correlational
studies can be explanatory or predictive in nature (Creswell). This correlational analysis was
explanatory in nature, as it determined the degree and direction of the relationship among the
elements of the PLC framework, and the differences in teacher perception of the structure based
on teacher variables of gender and longevity. The data were analyzed using means difference
analysis - t-tests and analysis of variance (ANOVA) - to determine the degree of difference in
teacher perception of the PLC structure based on teacher demographic variables. In addition the
data were analyzed using bivariate correlation to determine the strength and direction of the
relationships among elements of the structure.
Definition of Terms

The following terms are central to the understanding of this study.
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): Networks of staff in a school that seek, share, and
take action on their learning to increase their effectiveness for the benefit of students. This
community of learners possesses the following characteristics: shared and supportive leadership;
shared vision for student learning; collective teacher learning; shared instructional practice; and
supportive conditions, structures, and practices (Hord, 1996, 1997).
Public High School: Public school encompassing grades nine or ten through twelve.
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Teachers: Certificated staff members, including classroom teachers, related service personnel,
school counselors, and other certified staff positions.
Assumptions

For the purpose of this study, several assumptions were made. First, it was assumed that
all of the voluntary participants in this study possessed an understanding of the survey questions
on PLCs sufficient to answer them with a degree of accuracy. Second, it was assumed that all
participants would honestly answer the questions on the PLC inventory to provide accurate
answers about their perception of their school. In addition, assumptions were made regarding the
manner of implementation of the PLCs in each school district. It was assumed that the type of
training and preparation for the PLCs were similar across both schools. It was also assumed that
there was a similar level of consistency in leadership at both schools, including either principal
leadership or high level building leadership. These assumptions are important, as stronger or
weaker levels of implementation could impact teacher perception of the components, as
measured on the instrument.
Limitations and Delimitations

There were several possible limitations of this study. First, the study was composed of a
sample from two Midwestern high schools, which limited the breadth of the conclusions that
could be drawn as well as the manner in which they could be applied across other high schools.
Second, participation in this study was anonymous at the teacher level, making it impossible to
separately verify accountability for honest answers on the survey instruments. Third, teacher
participation was voluntary, resulting, to some degree, in a self-selecting sample. Fourth, the
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PLC structure is a popular, although not deeply understood, structure among practitioners.
Therefore, responses to the PLC instrument may have been influenced by whether staff members
felt they should implement a PLC structure rather than adhering strictly to current conditions in
their schools. This study was completed in two public high schools. Elementary and middle
schools, along with private schools, are not represented in this study.
Organization of the Study

This study essentially rested on a practitioner-based rationale, with an ultimate goal of
providing guidance for effective use and implementation of professional learning communities, a
common school improvement structure. The first chapter provides an introduction to the topic,
including the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, rationale, significance, research
questions, limitations, assumptions, and definitions of the terms
The second chapter provides a review of the literature on professional learning
communities. The literature review includes the theoretical and historical basis for the PLC
model of school improvement in addition to relevant definitions in the literature. The review of
the literature is organized into discussion of PLCs by dimension, including shared and supportive
leadership, shared instructional practice, collective teacher learning, shared vision focused on
student learning, and supportive conditions.
The third chapter contains a description of the methodology and statistical analyses that
were used to conduct the study. The discussion of methodology includes a description of the
instrument for data collection as well as information about its reliability and validity. In
addition, population, sample selection, data analysis, and limitations are outlined.
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The fourth chapter contains a discussion of the findings of the study with descriptions of
the statistical tests utilized and the rationale for decisions related to the statistical analyses.
The fifth chapter includes a discussion of the conclusions that can be drawn from the data
and the significance of the results as well as implications for practice, a description of the
limitations, and suggestions for future research.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter provides a review of the literature relating to professional learning
communities (PLCs) as a structure for school improvement. The review begins with the
theoretical and historical bases for the PLC structure. Within this review, strands of inquiry have
been distilled via the lens of Hord’s (1996) School Professional Staff as a Learning Community
framework: shared and supportive leadership; shared vision for learning; collective teacher
learning; shared instructional practice; and supportive structures, conditions, and practices.
These areas are well-represented in both empirical research literature and practitioner literature.
In drawing conclusions from this review of the literature, there are some limitations
posed by the structure of the research studies. Much of the research represented in this literature
review was done through qualitative case studies, occasionally in combination with surveys. The
case study format allowed researchers to achieve a critical depth of understanding about a small
sample of schools but did not allow for easy generalization of conclusions across other contexts.
Although the predominance of case studies in the literature necessitates caution in applying
results, taken together they do offer an accurate picture of professional learning communities.
Another potential difficulty in generalizing across the literature is the difference in the
educational levels being examined. Whether study results can be generalized across levels seems
to depend on the facet of learning communities targeted in the study. For example, a study of
school structures supporting PLCs may need to be specific to a level because structures differ
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greatly among elementary, middle, and high schools (Louis et al., 1996). This review of the
literature provides a balanced, targeted analysis of the existing literature on components of a
PLC with attention to gaps in the literature and indications for further study.
Theoretical and Historical Basis for the PLC Concept

At its heart, the PLC model is a vehicle for school reform. As such, it is an outgrowth of
previous reform efforts, successful and less so, that preceded it in American education. Because
the concept did not drop fully formed into our schools, it is necessary to situate the PLC model
both historically and conceptually to establish the theoretical basis for the idea. In essence, how
did we arrive at the current trend toward use of PLCs as an accepted model for school reform?
Research in the area of educational reform, organizational theory, and social community inform
the discussion of the theoretical basis for the PLC concept.
Although school reform movements have been in existence at least since the early
twentieth century when John Dewey published Democracy and Education in 1916, the
continuous progression to the modern conception of professional learning communities can be
traced to the work of Milbrey McLaughlin (1990) in the Rand Change Agent Study of the mid1970s. The Change Agent Study, as it is commonly referred to, spanned from 1973 to 1978 and
focused on the effects that several federally-funded programs—Title III of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA), Title VII of the ESEA, the 1968 Vocational Education Act,
and the Right-to-Read project—had on school reform structures. One finding of the Change
Agent Study was that local plans enacted to comply with these federal programs utilized
effective school reform structures, such as differentiated teacher training; teacher observation of
colleagues’ practice; issue-centered collaboration; teacher participation in decision-making; local
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control and development of projects; and principal participation in professional development
(McLaughlin, 1990). These practices, identified through the Change Agent Study in the late
1970s and early 1980s, form the underpinnings of most learning community models. While the
PLC framework had not yet been conceptually fleshed out, this study established these individual
structures as effective practices, paving the way for later reform efforts that intentionally put
them into place as professional learning communities.
Individual aspects of school reform identified through the Change Agent Study were
knitted together into a cohesive framework and made accessible to practitioners on a large-scale
basis through work in the middle to late 1990s by practitioner-theorists such as DuFour and
Eaker (1998). During the ensuing decade, the term “professional learning community” gained
widespread use throughout the educational community as a common reform structure in schools.
The construction of the PLC concept was also informed by research in organizational theory and
development (Fullan, 2006; Senge, 1993) and social community theory (Westheimer, 1999). A
decade after the introduction of the term “professional learning community,” the concept was
accepted by practitioners as best practice in school reform (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many,
2006). Widespread acceptance by practitioners has led to anecdotal data in support of the
concept as a vehicle for reform. However, attempts to establish this framework as a valid reform
mechanism require ongoing empirical research to study inputs, effects, and variables impacting
the model.
Defining Professional Learning Communities

To study the impact that different variables have on the implementation of professional
learning communities, it is necessary to further explore the ways in which this concept is defined
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in the literature. In research literature based on empirical studies, the term “professional learning
communities” is rarely used. Researchers have commonly avoided the practitioner-based phrase,
“professional learning communities,” in favor of identifying specific components of a PLC and
focusing entire studies on those components. To a certain extent, the term “professional learning
communities” represents the way in which the concept has been framed for implementation by
practitioners (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Therefore, to gain a clear view of how PLCs are defined
in the research literature, I focused on the related search terms: “teacher collaboration,”
“communities of practice,” “communities of instructional practice,” “collective practice,”
“collective inquiry,” “teacher collaboration,” and “learning communities.” In defining the
concept of PLCs, I included characteristics and indicators present in the literature for all of these
terms.
Most of the studies that define the concept of PLCs – including professional
communities, communities of practice, and learning communities – do so from extensive reviews
of the literature as well as original research. The necessity of this comprehensive approach
points to the fact that PLCs are not easily defined. It is also worth noting that while this review
identifies certain characteristics that PLCs possess and by which they may be identified, all
organizations that possess one or more of these characteristics cannot with certainty be
designated a PLC. That is, all PLCs do exhibit these characteristics, but all organizations that
exhibit these characteristics are not PLCs. It may be true that schools that have adopted these
structures are trying to become learning communities, but whether they are effective or not
requires identifying expected components of a PLC and measuring them in a systematic manner.
PLCs have been identified in the literature as possessing various combinations of several
commonly cited components. These components encompass a variety of structural attributes,
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means and methods of interaction within the community, approaches to knowledge building,
leadership behaviors, and decision-making structures. Because a PLC is contextual, the
combination of indicators varies within the literature. However, several common threads emerge
frequently, and all of the literature agrees that no single characteristic is sufficient to define a
learning community.
Hord’s (1996) Framework School Professional Staff as Learning Community

A comprehensive and useful definition of a PLC is provided by the work of Shirley Hord
(1996), who identified and defined five core components of functioning PLCs. Hord’s body of
research on PLCs originates from her tenure with Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory (SEDL) from 1986 through 2007. Hord’s research identifies both a working
definition of PLCs as well as an instrument to measure them. Hord’s (1996) instrument, School
Professional Staff as Learning Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ), forms the basis for a useful
working framework to understand PLCs as they operate in schools. Within this framework,
PLCs can be understood to possess shared and supportive leadership; shared instructional
practices; collective teacher learning; shared vision focused on student learning; and supportive
structures, practices, and conditions. Each of these components has stood the test of time and is
well-supported in the literature. While the framework’s five dimensions of a PLC are defined
and measured separately, there is a commonality through all strands based on the community
aspect of a PLC. Collaboration and sharing of professional experiences for the improvement of
the school is the basis for the structure, so these attributes form an underpinning of all of the PLC
components identified in School Professional Staff as Learning Community.
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Shared and Supportive Leadership

Successful implementation of the PLC model requires a shift in leadership practices to
include a focus on leadership distributed or shared throughout the organization (Hord, 1997;
2008). Because the fundamental work of learning communities takes place within and between
staff members in collaborative groups, a top-down structure of leadership will not allow a PLC to
flourish (Louis et al., 2006). Mitchell and Sackney (2001) define leadership as the quality that
emerges when “individuals…identify gaps between existing conditions and desired realities and
seek effective and desirable ways to close at least some of those gaps.” This definition stresses
the fact that any individuals (teachers, support staff, or administrators) can serve as leaders.
Thus, in a PLC leadership is, by definition, shared across individuals and levels within the
hierarchy.

Distributed Leadership

The literature on professional learning communities strongly supports the notion that, far
from traditional notions of top-down hierarchical power, PLCs demand the participation of
leadership at all levels in order to flourish (Bezzina, 2006; Conley, Fauske & Pounder, 2004;
Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Wood, 2007b). Within the PLC
framework, there is an ongoing interplay among administrators, who hold formal leadership
power, and teachers, who ascend to leadership positions by virtue of disposition, environment,
and situation (Mitchell & Sackney, 2001). Administrators must strike a delicate balance between
exerting enough influence to coordinate and control the environment for optimal team work and
the team’s desire for autonomy and decision-making power (Conley et al., 2004) In a PLC,
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teachers are continually challenged to take responsibility for all student learning. Bezzina (2006)
notes that principals need a commitment to shared leadership and delegation of decision-making
power to teachers to give them the tools to carry out this responsibility. The collaborative
processes inherent in teacher learning communities are the primary vehicle for the nurturing of
teacher leadership in an organic manner. However, principals must be dedicated to strategically
distributing leadership among teacher teams in order for this important shift in the power
structure to take place (Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Wood, 2007b). In PLCs, leadership
opportunities are created based on the ability to do the hard work of teaching and learning rather
than ability to navigate the political and management work that more often gains attention and
garners formal leadership or administrative opportunities (Grossman et al., 2001).

Shared Decision-Making

One of the most visible manifestations of a distributed leadership structure is the reliance
on shared decision-making. To a certain extent, there is a two-way relationship between shared
decision-making and PLCs. A shared decision-making structure can facilitate the
implementation of a PLC; at the same time PLCs strengthen this structure and make it
indispensable to the work of the school. Louis et al. (1996) note that flexible arrangements for
shared authority and decision-making cause PLCs to thrive, while top-down imposition of
authority undermines the work of teachers in the PLC model. Mullen and Huttinger (2008)
identify the use of whole faculty study groups as a vehicle for shared decision-making and
distributed leadership. Regardless of the form that it takes, the PLC model empowers staff
members and allows responsibility for decision-making to permeate all levels of the
organization.
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Motivating Staff through Supportive Leadership
An important focus of leadership in a PLC is the principal’s role as motivator through
supportive leadership practices. Principals must take an active role in the learning community by
identifying, encouraging, and rewarding actions and behaviors that support the vision (Louis, et
al., 1996; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Wiley, 2001). In this manner principals encourage acts of
shared leadership at all levels of the organization. Bezzina (2006) makes the case for principals
embracing the role of motivator because school leaders exercise considerable influence in
motivating teachers to improve the quality of their teaching. Bezzina’s study found that leaders
have a powerful, if indirect, effect on a school’s ability to improve student achievement through
reform. Especially in a situation in which there may be entrenched cultural opposition to change,
the principal’s role is central in helping staff understand the importance of the shared leadership
(Mullen & Huttinger, 2008).
The literature on this topic goes beyond simply advocating for the role of the principal
and has begun to suggest mechanisms by which principals can increase staff motivation and buyin for a shared leadership structure (Bezzina, 2006; Conley et al., 2004; Uline, Tschannen-Moran
& Perez, 2003). Conley et al. reinforce the importance of putting incentive structures in place
that genuinely reward effective team performance to increase teacher motivation. Similarly,
Bezzina identifies two specific approaches that are important for the principal to increase staff
motivation. First, the principal, as the model of desired teacher dispositions and actions, can
build capacity and ability to change in teachers who may otherwise find reform challenging.
Second, part of this modeling role includes ensuring that the principal consistently articulates a
broader vision that helps staff connect to larger school goals (Bezzina). The effectiveness of this
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vision depends, in a large part, on the consistency with which the message is delivered to
teachers through a shared leadership structure. Even when leadership at the beginning of an
initiative presents a united front and expresses commitment to the new initiative, inconsistencies
in past leadership and revolving change efforts can hinder buy in to PLCs (Bezzina). Similarly,
according to Wiley (2001), the principal in a PLC structure leads by assuming a facilitative role
heavily focused on communication, accessibility, and attention to matters of concern for
teachers. The principal’s role as a facilitator, rather than a top-down decision-maker, supports
the work of the PLC by allowing leadership capacity to flow through all levels of the
organization.

Shared Instructional Practices

A second characteristic broadly identified in the literature as central to PLC development
is a focus on improving teaching practice through collaborative work (Achinstein, 2002; Little,
2003; Louis et al., 1996; Supovitz, 2002; Williams, Brien, Sprague, & Sullivan, 2008).

Teacher Implementation of Shared Practices

For a professional learning community to impact student learning, several studies have
identified discussion of instructional practice as a key component of the model (Achinstein,
2002; Little, 2003; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Young, 2006). Mitchell and Sackney describe the
process of teachers discussing instructional practice in a PLC. The process should start with
“naming and framing,” which assists teachers in framing and determining the meaning of their
current practice and then sharing it with others. The next phase is “analyzing and integrating,” in
which teachers identify and discard outdated habits and begin to build a collective narrative
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through dialogue. The final phase is “experimenting and applying,” in which teachers integrate
themselves into the collective whole and reconstruct their practice as a collective endeavor.
Improvement of instructional practice as the work of a PLC has been conceptualized in
several different ways. However, the unifying themes revolve around deprivatization of practice
and constructive criticism through reflective dialogue for the improvement of teaching
(Achinstein, 2002; Little, 2003; Louis et al., 1996; Supovitz, 2002). Essentially, researchers
conclude that, through collaborative work, teachers must be willing to take what traditionally has
been independent and isolated work within individual classrooms and make that work
transparent for all to see. Grossman et al. (2001) describe a culture of privacy that exists,
especially within high schools, that must be overcome for deprivatization of practice to occur.
Additionally, Little explores the manner in which teachers make their practice public. Because
teachers often do not have release time to observe others, deprivatization of practice usually
means teachers sharing their own perceptions of their practice. Practice is made public through
discussion rather than through physically opening the classroom to others. However, Little
concludes that this discussion does constitute public construction of teacher practice because it is
“situationally meaningful” to other teachers (p. 936). As teachers collectively explore their
practice, ideally they engage in collaborative problem solving regarding issues and problems of
practice (Achinstein, 2002; Little, 2003).
Conversely, Hord (1996, 1999) asserts that a focus on collective shared practice goes a
step further than sharing perceptions. In Hord’s (1996) framework, the component of shared
practice is specifically measured via peer review and classroom visits. In this manner, the
instrument controls for the difference between teacher representation of practice in discussion
and actual practice in the classroom. Thus, a more robust form of accountability and processing
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of collective practice exists within Hord’s framework in comparison to Little’s understanding of
the concept.

Teacher Collaboration on Shared Practice

While improved instructional practice is a commonly-stated outcome of PLCs in the
practitioner literature, the research literature is unclear on whether deprivatization of practice
through collaborative discussion directly results in outcomes of improved instructional practice
and collective capacity (Curry, 2008; DuFour et al., 2006; Supovitz, 2002). When teachers
primarily share their practice through out-of-classroom discussions, collective teacher reflection
on practice is decontextualized and indirect rather than directly related to observed classroom
behaviors (Little, 2003). Thus, teacher collaboration as practiced in the PLC model seems to
have, at best, an indirect relationship to improved classroom practice.
In addition, researchers have studied changes in instructional practice largely through
qualitative research documenting and analyzing teachers’ out-of-classroom discussions about
their practice. The sole use of these discussions as indicators that participation in a learning
community changed individual teachers’ instructional practices is problematical, as it assumes
that individual teachers both accurately report on their own practices and are able to convert
collective reflection back into changed individual practice (Little, 2003). Hord’s (1996)
framework addresses shared practice through the process of peer review and classroom visits
rather than through collaborative discussion. In this manner, shared practice is the result of
observation and physically opening the classroom door to colleagues, thus avoiding the threats
identified by Little.
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Although research has not shown a direct link from simple collaboration to improvement
of individual instructional practices, several studies do confirm a relationship between
participation in a learning community and improved collective capacity (Bezzina, 2006; Curry,
2008; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001). The teacher collaboration inherent in a PLC makes
heightened collective inquiry and reflection possible. Bezzina affirms that when such reflection
is encouraged and collective effort is expended toward the will of the group, an increase in
collective capacity will result. Essentially, when teachers engage in the collaborative work of a
PLC, they experience improved professional relationships, interaction with research-based
practice, heightened organizational knowledge, and ultimately, capacity to improve their practice
through sharing it (Curry).
The research findings that indicate there is no direct link between teacher participation in
a PLC and improved instructional practice seem both counterintuitive and contradictory to the
preponderance of anecdotal practitioner-generated evidence (Buffum et al., 2009; DuFour,
DuFour, Eaker & Karhanek, 2004; DuFour et al., 2006; Price, 2008). In addition, the results
seem to contradict Hord’s (1996) focus on shared practice as a component of PLCs defined in the
framework. However, this disconnect may not be as profound as it appears. As evidenced by
the search terms used for this study, research related to PLCs requires distilling the overarching,
contextual, and organic processes of a learning community into targeted pieces that lend
themselves to empirical research. Further study is needed to determine whether the processes
and structures that comprise a learning community interact with each other in ways that study of
individual components cannot measure. These interactions may create outcomes whose precise
relationships to isolated processes and structures of learning communities have not yet been
determined. Overall, the diversity of research findings related to PLCs points to the complexity
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of the structure and the need for more study of the relationships among components and
outcomes.

Collective Teacher Learning
In Hord’s (1996) framework, collective teacher learning is intimately connected to
teacher collaboration and the work of a PLC as it unfolds through collaborative practices. A
wide array of literature identifies the presence of some sort of collaborative structure as one of
the indicators necessary for a PLC (Achinstein, 2002; Cranston, 2009; Hord, 2006; Little, 2003;
Louis, et al., 1996; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace & Thomas,
2006; Supovitz, 2002). The literature further agrees that collaborative learning experiences
should be differentiated from group socializing. While some research simply specifies the
existence of basic collaboration time built in to the school day as the defining characteristic,
Louis et al. (1996) further define the purpose of this collaboration and the activities upon which
it should be focused. They contend that collaboration should be focused on skill development
and the improvement of instructional practice through collective data analysis. As this process
unfolds within the collaborative team, respect and trust are built, and teachers gain a sense of
collective responsibility for student learning. Mitchell and Sackney further refine the concept of
collaboration in a PLC to include both task components and affective components. The task
component includes the collective work and experimentation that teachers do as they collaborate
in support of their own and their students’ learning. The affective component of collaboration
occurs as teachers build networks of support and trust through their collective work (Mitchell &
Sackney). All of these dimensions combine to result in heightened collective learning for
teachers within the PLC.
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Teacher Understanding of Collective Learning

While there may be varying desired outcomes for implementation of a professional
learning community, aspects of student learning, teacher learning, and professionalism are
standard. To attain these outcomes, teachers must understand the purpose of the initiative so
they can calibrate the functioning of their collective work to achieve those outcomes. Because of
longstanding cultures of privacy, especially at the secondary level, collaborative work for
collective learning in a PLC requires teachers to master different ways of interacting both
socially and intellectually (Grossman et al., 2001).
Several studies document the detrimental effect that teacher social relationships can exert
on the learning and working of a collaborative team (Bezzina, 2006; Grossman et al., 2001;
Kruse & Louis, 1997; Pomson, 2005). Pomson notes that teachers appear comfortable entering
cooperative relationships for sociable reasons. These relationships are almost always freely
chosen and do not include a vision of utilizing the relationship for further learning. Teachers
may resist shifting social relationships to collegial or collaborative relationships arranged by a
third party, as these relationships engender more conflict and are more unpredictable (Pomson).
Indeed, social reinforcement and personal affection can become so strong that it hinders the
learning of the team as teachers avoid critical reflection and the conflict that may accompany it
(Kruse & Louis).
Bezzina (2006) notes that teachers may believe their collaborative work is empowering,
but they may not see collaboration as a means toward collective learning or improvement of
practice unless they possess a full sense of the purpose of the endeavor. The problem that this
situation poses to professional collaboration is directly related to teacher understanding of the
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purpose of their collaborative work. If teachers do not grasp the fundamental rationale for why
they are working collaboratively, they will be unable to differentiate between groups centered
around social discussion and groups centered around learning through professional dialogue.

Relationship-Building and Collaborative Learning

As discussed above, teacher relationships within collaborative groups are a crucial, yet
difficult to define, element of a learning community (Bezzina, 2006; Ebmeier & Nicklaus, 1999;
Wood, 2007b). Relationships will develop through the work of any professional group. But for
the purposes of PLC work, it is essential that teachers develop collegial relationships in support
of professional goals rather than social relationships in support of their own well-being if
collaborative learning is the expectation. Teachers bring to their group work their beliefs and
concerns for their own well-being as well as their interpersonal skills, all of which contribute to
the quality of the relationships they develop to support the learning of their professional group
(Bezzina). These teacher variables linked to relationship-building may be just as important as
teacher knowledge and pedagogical skill in determining whether collaborative work within a
PLC will impact teaching and learning (Bezzina). When teachers have internalized the purpose
of their collaborative work as a PLC, they should be able to engage in relationship building and
creation of community with shared values and commitments that transcend any existing or
developing social connections among individual group members. With the foundation of
relationships built on trust, collective teacher learning will emerge.
Wood (2007b) describes the synergistic relationship that must exist among relationships
and the work of learning within a PLC. The synergy lies between the work of a PLC to improve
instruction, focus on student learning, and build teacher knowledge on one hand and the
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relational growth of the team on the other. A team cannot focus on the work without established
trust in community. However, the community cannot be strong and purposeful without a focus
on the work of improving learning (Wood, 2007b). Mitchell and Sackney (2001) describe the
relationships component of PLC work as building interpersonal capacity. This process revolves
around building collective capacity and collegial relationships at the same time. In this sense,
collective teacher learning and the development of relationships are closely connected and
interdependent. The construction of knowledge “is a heavily contested process of negotiation
among different people with different knowledge bases, different histories, different hopes and
aspirations, different personal styles and emotions, and different desires and needs” (Mitchell &
Sackney). All of these factors make it essential that strong collegial relationships among
teachers are present in the collective work of PLCs for teacher learning to flourish.

Collaborative Professional Development

Professional development exists in a symbiotic or circular relationship with professional
learning communities. Professional development is a necessary precondition for implementation
of a PLC model at the same time as the PLC provides ongoing embedded professional
development for teachers through the process of participation (Louis et al., 1996; Mullen &
Huttinger, 2008; Nelson, Slavit, Perkins & Hathorn, 2008; Wood, 2007b). Wood (2007b) notes
that traditional professional development casts teachers as individual learners of technical
information from outside experts. Conversely, PLCs frame professional development as the
interaction among colleagues who have systematic strategies to create their own knowledge
(Wood, 2007b). PLCs utilize a collaborative inquiry approach to improve the professional
learning of teachers through construction of knowledge and acquisition of skills (Louis et al.
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1996; Nelson et al., 2008). This collaborative inquiry approach to professional development can
take the form of small study groups to create learning opportunities for teachers to increase their
capacity (Lick, 2000; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008).
Building on theories of adult learning, Drago-Severson (2007) asserts that a
developmental model of professional development best supports adult learners. The PLC model
of professional development emphasizes shared work and decision-making through teaming,
distributed leadership with embedded supports, collective inquiry, and systematic mentoring.
Because the strands of PLCs are so closely interwoven, professional development is both a
precondition for and an essential ongoing part of any PLC as well as an outcome of successful
implementation.

Shared Vision Focused on Student Learning

In addition to a focus on collective teacher learning, the PLC must also maintain focus on
student learning through a shared vision, values, and norms. A preponderance of the literature
agrees that a shared vision, universal values, and common norms are centrally important
characteristics of professional learning communities (Achinstein, 2002; Louis et al., 1996; Stoll
et al., 2006; Williams et al., 2008). Further, the vision and values must firmly center on student
learning and be consistently communicated (Hord, 1996, 1997, 2008). While vision, values, and
norms are not identical or interchangeable, they do all synthesize to create a common shared
culture that forms the basis on which the entire model rests. Achinstein further distills common
work and common purpose as a component of shared vision, values and norms that make up a
PLC. Mitchell and Sackney (2001) describe these attributes as the glue that holds the members
of the PLC together. This glue is comprised of levels of shared understandings, including vision,
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goals, values, commitments, a sense of belonging and togetherness, and a sense of trust. In this
description Mitchell and Sackney paint a picture of the layers involved in an organization that
possesses shared vision, values, and norms. However, simply identifying a common vision is not
enough. In an effective PLC, that vision must be unwaveringly committed to student learning
and school improvement (Hord, 1996).

Vision for Collective Responsibility for Learning

A vision focused on collective responsibility for student learning is widely identified in
the literature as a central characteristic of PLCs (Achinstein, 2002; Cranston, 2009; Louis et al.,
1996; Supovitz, 2002). Stoll et al. (2006) explain that a collective responsibility for student
learning leads to increased accountability among teachers as they create a culture in which they
hold each other responsible for all students. This sensibility has been referred to in practitioner
literature, most recently in relation to response to intervention initiatives, as replacing
conceptions of “special ed” and “regular ed” with “every ed” (Mattos, 2009). While student
learning is often the central tenet and focus of the PLC, teacher learning is just as vital to the
vision of a learning community, and it is difficult to separate student learning from teacher
learning. Teacher learning occurs because a PLC structure functions as embedded or work-based
professional development (Williams et al., 2008). Further, Achinstein identifies a culture of
inquiry and innovation as the vehicle for teacher learning within a PLC. Similarly, Stoll et al.
describe reflective professional inquiry that allows teachers to construct and apply new
knowledge in a collaborative setting. In this model of a PLC, the vision includes a focus on
learning for all in the organization, and it may be impossible to separate the process of student
learning from the process of teacher learning.
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Supportive Structures, Conditions, and Practices

It is clear that a variety of factors and preconditions influence the development of a PLC,
and the correct structures, conditions, and practices must be put in place to allow the PLC to
function. Structures in the areas of operations and logistics, staffing and membership grouping,
and professional development all provide necessary support for initiation and development of a
learning communities model (Bezzina, 2006; Curry, 2008; Drago-Severson, 2007; Grossman et
al., 2001; Louis et al., 1996; Pomson, 2005; Uline et al., 2003; Wood, 2007a). The successful
implementation of a PLC model requires supportive infrastructure that allows for introduction
and support of the process.

Operational and Logistical Structures

The need for teacher collaboration is a defining indicator of a professional learning
community. Across the literature there is broad agreement that providing teachers with
dedicated time during the school day for collaboration represents one of the most essential
structures for establishment of a PLC (Louis, et al., 1996; Pomson, 2005; Supovitz, 2002).
While, in theory, teachers could accomplish their professional collaboration on their own time,
the only way to systematize it as an essential piece of the model is to dedicate time during the
work day. Louis et al. note that if teachers are left to choose to collaborate on their own time,
there will be insufficient support for organizational change. Additionally, Louis et al. observe
that low staffing complexity is also an important structure in support of PLCs. That is, the lower
the level of job specialization among teachers, such as occurs in an elementary school where all
teachers teach all subjects, the easier it is to implement high-functioning collaborative groups.
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This may be one challenge posed to PLC implementation at the high school level, where
traditionally teachers separate by specialization in subject area, or the related service they
provide.

Staffing and Membership Structures

Research indicates that careful attention to the membership of collaborative groups can
assist with PLC implementation (Curry, 2008; Grossman et al., 2001; Uline et al., 2003).
Studies that have assessed how to facilitate the most productive work from collaborative groups
conclude that the combination of people in the group is a factor to consider (Curry, 2008;
Grossman et al.; Uline et al.). Curry studied interdisciplinary collaborative groups at the
secondary level and concluded that, at the high school level, groups that are interdisciplinary in
nature may experience improved collegiality and focus on taking collective responsibility for
learning. However, in high schools, groupings by subject area may be needed to promote
specific instructional improvement in the content areas. This distinction that at the high school
level teachers should be grouped by teaching specialty makes sense in light of other research that
indicates all group structures must be designed to foster interdependence related to classroom
practice (Louis et al., 1996; Uline et al.). If the focus of collaboration is to share classroom
practice, then teachers should be grouped with others who teach similar content areas, as practice
in different content areas can vary widely. Teachers’ previous relationships with each other can
also impact the work of a collaborative group (Grossman et al.). PLC groups are often easier to
develop when the participants do not know each other well or do not have a history of working in
a team. In this way previous social relationships, presuppositions, or alliances do not interfere
with professional collaboration (Grossman et al.).
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Structures to Support Discussion

Although the work of a professional learning community is complex, certain structures
and procedures have been identified to assist groups with their work in a professional learning
community. The use of norms and protocols can facilitate productive collaboration among
teachers in a PLC (Curry, 2008; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Young, 2006). Team norms of
behavior and communication require work and forethought, but their value as a tool for the
effective communication of groups makes the work worthwhile. Collaboratively constructed
norms require care and nurturing. If implemented correctly, they can provide the framework to
support the work of the team around collaborative inquiry (Nelson et al., 2008). Further, norms
are an effective tool to traverse conflict by explicitly allowing for open expression and different
opinions so ideas can be probed more fully (Uline et al., 2003). Data discussions, in particular,
benefit from norms, as the effectiveness of team norms may dictate the depth of the discussion
(Uline et al.). Similarly, Young (2006) asserts that norms must be present in the mundane
practices related to instruction to improve teachers’ use of data to inform instruction.
Teachers within a PLC may also use protocols, in conjunction with norms, as a way to
moderate discussions and make them more productive. Protocols assist in keeping professional
discussions focused and productive in the face of time limitations imposed on most teacher
collaboration time (Wood, 2007b). Because protocols prescribe avenues of interaction, they
interact with norms to help facilitate difficult conversations that occur within a PLC group
(Curry, 2008). However, protocols must be used with care. If they are incorrectly applied, they
can become too restrictive because of the strict sequencing and time limits for conversation
imposed by their use (Curry; Wood, 2007a, 2007b). Therefore, groups must pay attention to the
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needs of the situation before applying a protocol because protocols do not support exploration of
conflict or emergent themes in a productive manner and may lead participants to a consensus or
conclusion without offering the opportunity to explore all avenues of discussion (Curry; Wood,
2007a, 2007b).

Structures to Resolve Constructive Conflict

As has been established in this review, conflict within teams is a necessary and expected
part of the work of a PLC. However, the conflict must remain constructive, and teachers must
have the skills and resources to transcend the conflict and leverage it for positive change. The
role of the principal in helping teachers negotiate conflict constructively is of paramount
importance. To this end, the principal’s primary task is to create conditions favorable for teacher
engagement in constructive controversy (Mitchell & Sackney, 2001). Uline et al. (2002) argue
that principals must attend to the affective needs of teachers by fostering a climate that can
support negotiation of constructive conflict. By attending to supportive structures, policies, and
culture, a principal is able to build a climate of safety that encourages professional risk-taking
and allows teachers to openly discuss different points of view. Teachers must operate in this
climate of safety without fear of retribution from the principal or their peers for expressing
dissenting viewpoints. If this fear is present, conflict will remain unacknowledged and
unattended to (Uline, et al.).

Principal Management of Structure

One area that Hess (2007) identified as a relative strength of principals is their ability to
manage and organize structure. However, it is worth noting that definitions of what comprises
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structure in a PLC can range from logistics, such as setting a schedule and making sure there is
space for collaboration, to facilitation of collaborative work through management of the design
structure of the entire PLC (Conley et al., 2004). For the purposes of this discussion, structure
will be understood to mean the entire range of management and leadership functions that provide
the underpinnings that allow the teachers in a PLC to do their work. Although the right
supporting structures are undeniably crucial to the implementation of a PLC, many principals
believe that providing these structures will automatically cause change and growth to occur.
Principals often focus on the structural preconditions of time, school improvement plans, teacher
collaboration, teacher empowerment, and institutional identity (Cranston, 2009). Cranston’s
research further concludes that principals are overly focused on the process of becoming a PLC,
with little understanding of how to help the PLC engage in ongoing progressive work that will
focus on learning. For this reason, study of the strength of all components and the manner in
which they interact will provide valuable guidance for principals in determining where to focus
their efforts in support of PLC implementation.
Other studies of specific types of structures that are useful in a PLC indicate several
issues that principals should attend to (Uline et al., 2003; Young, 2006). Uline et al. assert that
principals need to manage structures, including committees to research important issues,
pathways for staff members to suggest and initiate new ideas, and dedicated collaborative time
for teachers. In addition, principals can manage structure for optimum group functioning by
engaging in agenda setting or modeling the use of protocols to assist teams with data use
(Young, 2006). In order for a PLC to function, there must be a foundation of the necessary
underlying supportive structure, and in most school organizations, it is primarily the principal’s
responsibility to provide these structures.
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There is sparse research on the impact of other leaders, such as district office
administrators, on the implementation and growth of PLCs. In a 2003 study, Uline et al. did
address district leadership within the larger context of PLC development. This study concluded
that district leadership must maintain policies and practices that value debate and loyal
opposition as assets in the decision-making process. Superintendents can intentionally create
dissonance to provoke progress if sufficient supports are in place to leverage this controversy for
such creative growth (Uline et al.). Uline et al.’s research implies that district leadership
contributes to support structures for a PLC in important, but indirect, ways. Conversely, the
building principal, as leader of the PLC on the ground, is responsible for the entire range of
actions and attitudes necessary for the success of a PLC
Student Achievement as an Outcome of the PLC Model

In order to measure the success of implementation efforts, some attention must be given
to the expected outcomes of implementation of a PLC framework. Although there may be
agreement on several defining characteristics of a PLC, there is a lack of unity in the goals and
expected outcomes of implementation in various contexts. This lack of unity may stem from the
fact that implementation of a PLC framework is contextual; even if teachers and administrators
embrace the concept, they may do so for different reasons and with different goals (Pomson
2005). In the literature and in practice, these potential outcomes are usually framed as positive
motivators for institution of a PLC model in a given school or district. However, ultimately the
most important outcome revolves around the original reason for implementation of the PLC
model as a school improvement structure—support of student achievement.
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A central premise of PLCs is that the use of this framework leads to enhanced
organizational learning, which then positively impacts teaching and student learning or
achievement (Ebmeier & Nicklaus, 1999; Louis et al., 1996; Supovitz, 2002; Wiley, 2001).
Further, the main justifying rationale for the implementation of the professional learning
communities model in much practitioner literature rests in claims that this framework is the most
effective way to approach school improvement and raise student achievement (Buffum et al.,
2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Studies have found differing levels of impact that components of
the learning communities framework have on student learning. Additionally, many of the studies
acknowledge and measure intermediate teacher variables that are interposed among the learning
communities processes and the outcome of student achievement, making a direct connection
between the PLC model and student achievement unclear in the literature (Ebmeier & Nicklaus;
Louis et al.; Supovitz).
In a study measuring the impact of teacher teaming on student achievement, Supovitz
(2002) found no trend of higher student achievement or learning at the team-based schools
compared to the non-team-based schools. The basic finding of Supovitz’s study was that a
teaming structure, isolated from other PLC processes, does not improve learning. However,
Supovitz does note that students achieved higher on teams that utilized group instructional
practice more frequently. This finding suggests that while a team-based structure alone does not
impact achievement, the use of this structure to focus on practice might have positive results for
student learning.
The use of a collaborative supervision structure, while not a defining indicator of a PLC,
is another process used within the learning communities framework that has been evaluated for
impact on student achievement. Ebmeier and Nicklaus (1999) evaluate this supervision
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structure’s impact on student achievement through defined intermediate teacher variables. A
collaborative approach to supervision increases the intermediate teacher variables of
commitment to teaching, commitment to the school, trust in the administration, trust in fellow
teachers, and desire for collaboration. The extent to which collaborative supervision improves
student learning depends on the extent to which each of these teacher variables is impacted
(Ebmeier & Nicklaus).
Another intermediate teacher variable studied as a connector between implementation of
a PLC framework and the outcome of student learning is a sense of collective teacher
responsibility for student learning (Louis, et al., 1996). When teams are at their strongest levels
of collegiality and interdependence, they view their practice as a team effort, which leads to
collective responsibility for all students’ learning. In this instance, teachers are also more willing
to take ownership of the overall performance of the school rather than just the students in their
own classrooms (Louis et al.). The study of this intermediate teacher variable is crucial because
it is reflected in Hord’s (1996) framework in the vision dimension of PLCs. However, Louis et
al. were not able to draw the conclusion that collective vision for learning specifically predicts
student achievement levels. Further research is needed to investigate the predictive relationship
between this teacher variable and the outcome of student achievement levels.
Much current research isolates individual indicators or processes of a PLC model and
then studies the impact of those indicators on an expected outcome, most often student learning
(Wiley, 2001). To integrate and examine several PLC components simultaneously, Wiley (2001)
used hierarchical linear modeling to study transformational leadership and teacher participation
in learning communities as separate variables that impact each other and impact student learning.
Wiley found that transformational leadership always positively impacted student learning, but
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teacher participation in a learning community only improved student learning if transformational
leadership was present. Wiley’s study suggests that research isolating one indicator or process
within the PLC framework for study may lead to incomplete conclusions because it does not
control for the influence of other isolated processes of a learning community.
While the research broadly concludes that implementation of a PLC model has positive
results for students, further research is needed regarding the precise mechanism by which this
happens. Because of the diffuse and contextual nature of professional learning communities,
researchers who study isolated processes in the PLC must better control for the influence of other
PLC attributes and processes to determine the nature of direct and indirect relationships among
elements of the PLC structure.
PLCs and Teacher Demographic Variables of Gender and Longevity

There is a dearth of literature relating to PLC effectiveness and teacher demographic
variables of gender and longevity. While practitioners commonly may note differences in how
teachers approach the work of PLCs based on gender or based on their longevity in the
classroom, these differences have not been explored in the literature relating to PLCs. Because
of the lack of literature on these differences, and because gender and longevity in the profession
are variables that might have an impact on how PLCs function and what support is needed, this
study included a partial focus on exploring whether teacher perceptions of PLCs differed based
on gender. This exploration of the issue constitutes new research and will fill a gap in the
existing literature.
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Summary

Within PLCs, proof of successful implementation is often defined as the presence of a
functioning PLC itself. In other words, when the elements of a PLC are present, to a greater or
lesser degree, and all processes and systems are functioning, the PLC seems to be successful and
effective. Indeed, researchers are cautious in stating a causative correlation between
effectiveness of a PLC and high student achievement, preferring to measure the impact of PLCs
on intermediate teacher variables that are interposed between the school structure and student
progress (Ebmeier & Nicklaus, 1999; Louis et al., 1996; Supovitz, 2002). While these studies
identify positive teacher characteristics that may make the school a better place for staff and
students, a focus on PLCs for their own sake subverts the ultimate intended outcome of
implementation of PLCs as a school improvement structure. In addition, a focus on PLCs as a
universal structure ignores the complexities of implementation when viewed in light of all five
strands of the framework. Paradoxically, the very structure that was implemented as a vehicle
for school improvement is removed several steps from the actual assessment of success in
implementation and desired outcomes. This approach constitutes a gap in the literature that must
be filled to render PLCs a truly useful school improvement structure for practitioners. Research
is needed to begin drawing correlations among the concrete elements of a PLC and how they
relate for effective implementation.
PLCs have been studied in depth through empirical research during the past two decades.
During this time the research literature has appeared to emerge in waves, paralleling the creation
and then the implementation of the PLC concept in practice. A large amount of literature was
published during the mid-1990s, as the concept emerged and began to be used in practice. As
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PLC implementation spread, research continued through the mid-2000s as researchers were able
to identify and study PLCs that had been implemented for several years. Toward the end of the
2000s and into the 2010s, literature has continued to emerge, but has largely been replication that
confirms prior studies or affirms prior conclusions, rather than new research. For this reason, the
bulk of the original research used in this study dates to the 1990s and 2000s when the literature
was new and the concepts were either emerging or were being studied for the first time in
practice. Thus, this study fills a gap in the research by approaching PLCs from a fresh research
direction focusing on the individual components and how they interact in established PLCs.
Because the field of education is a field of practice, rather than solely a field of academic
theory, considerable power lies in the application of research to practice. As compared to other
areas of academic research, educational research has high use value (Labaree, 1998). That is,
much of its power lies in its ability to enrich practice by providing “a set of skills and an
accumulation of knowledge that will prove useful” (Labaree, 1998, p. 6). The current study adds
to the literature on PLCs by investigating the strength of the relationships among elements of
PLCs, which will, ultimately, inform effective implementation and support of the structure.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, the methodology of the study is discussed, including the research
questions, hypotheses, research design, population and sample, participants, instrumentation,
threats to validity, and ethical considerations.
Research Question and Hypotheses

The purpose of this study was to consider the relationships among elements of a
professional learning community (PLC). The study addressed the following research questions:
1. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
gender?
2. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
longevity in the profession?
3. To what extent is the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs related
to each of the other four dimensions?
4. To what extent is the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions?
The research questions were chosen based on the problem identified for research in this study.
As noted in Chapter 1, there is a need for practitioners to have more direction from scholarly
literature in order to implement the PLC structure in the most effective manner for school
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improvement outcomes. Practitioner publications have widely touted PLCs as a high-leverage
improvement process (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008;
Price, 2008), resulting in many school districts implementing some semblance of the structure
during the past two decades. The components in Hord’s (1996) framework are supported in
scholarly literature, both individually and as an over-arching approach to school improvement
(Achinstein, 2002; Cranston, 2009; Ebmeier & Nicklaus, 1999; Grossman, Wineburg &
Woolworth, 2001; Little, 2003; Louis & Marks, 1998; Louis, Marks & Kruse, 1996; Mullen &
Huttinger, 2008; Somech, 2005, 2008; Supovitz, 2002; Young, 2006). However, implementation
of such a multi-pronged approach to improvement can often seem overwhelming to practitioners,
and particularly to busy school principals who may, themselves, lack the background and skills
to facilitate the structure productively (Hord & Sommers, 2008).
These research questions were designed to pinpoint some areas of implementation of the
PLC structure that may provide direction to practitioners. Specifically, findings related to
Research Questions 1 and 2 were intended to provide direction for principals and colleagues in
facilitating collaboration and participation by different staff members. If teachers in a school
perceived PLCs differently based on gender or on years of experience, these findings may
provide valuable guidance to facilitating more productive outcomes within the PLC structure for
these staff members. Findings related to Research Questions 3 and 4 were intended to provide
guidance to principals regarding whether some of the components were higher-leverage in
implementing the overall PLC structure than others. Shared and supportive leadership is
identified in the literature as a key component of PLCs (Bezzina, 2006; Conley, Fauske &
Pounder, 2004; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Wood, 2007b). Research
Question 3 addressed this component to determine how strongly it was correlated with other
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components, with the goal of affirming for practitioners that this component could be considered
foundational to the structure, thus worthy of intense effort and development. Similarly, Research
Question 4 addressed the component of supportive structures and conditions with the same goals.
This component is also strongly supported in the literature as a key foundational support for the
PLC structure (Bezzina, 2006; Curry, 2008; Drago-Severson, 2007; Grossman et al., 2001; Louis
et al., 1996; Pomson, 2005; Uline et al., 2003; Wood, 2007a). The current study addressed
supportive structures and conditions in order to determine strength of correlations, with the intent
of providing guidance for practitioners related to focus on this component in the implementation
process.
The research questions generated the following hypotheses:
H001: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on gender.
H101: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
differs based on gender.
H002: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on gender.
H102: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
differs based on gender.
H003: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs does not
differ based on gender.
H103: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs differs
based on gender.
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H004: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs does
not differ based on gender.
H104: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs differs
based on gender.
H005: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs does not differ based on gender.
H105: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs differs based on gender.
H006: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H106: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
differs based on longevity in the profession.
H007: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H107: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
differs based on longevity in the profession.
H008: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs does not
differ based on longevity in the profession.
H108: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs differs
based on longevity in the profession.
H009: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs does
not differ based on longevity in the profession.
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H109: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs differs
based on longevity in the profession.
H010: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H110: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs differs based on longevity in the profession.
H011: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs.
H111: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs.
H012: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
H112: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
H013: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
H113: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
H014: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension
of PLCs.
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H114: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension
of PLCs.
H015: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension
of PLCs.
H115: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of
PLCs.
H016: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared vision for student learning”
dimension of PLCs.
H116: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of
PLCs.
H017: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of
PLCs.
H117: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
H018: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of
PLCs.
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H118: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
In this study the alpha level at which it was anticipated the null hypotheses would be rejected
varied by research question. The alpha level at which null hypotheses related to research
questions 1 and 2 were rejected was p < .01. The alpha level at which null hypotheses related to
research questions 3 and 4 were rejected was p < .006.
Research Design

This study fell into the category of inferential research rather than descriptive research.
Inferential research is appropriate to “compare two or more groups on the independent variable
in terms of the dependent variable” (Creswell, 2011, p.182). The study implemented a nonexperimental, correlational research design, as the research questions drove the study to consider
the degree of association. According to Creswell, correlational research should be utilized when
two or more variables are considered to determine their influence on each other. Two types of
correlational designs relevant to this study are explanatory and predictive designs. In an
explanatory design, the researcher is primarily interested in the association between two
variables or the extent to which they co-vary (Creswell). Based on this definition, this
quantitative correlational study was an explanatory study. For this study, including multiple
variables, it was necessary to employ a multiple variable analysis approach. The data were
analyzed using means difference analysis (i.e., t-tests and ANOVA) to determine the degree of
difference in teacher perception of the PLC structure based on teacher demographic variables. In
addition the data were analyzed using bivariate correlation to determine the strength and
direction of the relationships among elements of the structure.
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The statistical power of a test is the probability of correctly rejecting a false null
hypothesis (Cohen, 1992). Correctly determining the power of a test a priori controls for Type II
error, or incorrectly failing to reject the null hypothesis (i.e., results are significant, but the
researcher concludes that they are not significant). The power for this study was specified at
>.80, which is recommended for general use (Cohen, 1992). With this recommendation for
power, Type II error was controlled at a probability of .20. Type I error was controlled by
setting an alpha level of .01 for research questions 1 and 2, and .006 for research questions 3 and
4. These alpha levels were chosen to control for inflation of the Type I error rate. Because the
same test was being performed multiple times in each case, there was a greater possibility of
Type I error, or capitalizing on a chance finding. For research questions 1 and 2, a t-test was
performed 5 times. The researcher controlled for Type I error by dividing the original .05 alpha
level by the number of tests being performed (5), to result in the alpha level of .01. For research
questions 3 and 4, a one-tailed bivariate correlation was performed 4 times. The researcher
controlled for Type I error by dividing the original alpha level of .05 by the number of tests
being performed (4), then further controlling for the fact that the test was a one-tailed test by
dividing by 2, to result in the alpha level of .006. Alpha levels of .01 and .006 indicate that the
probability of obtaining the effect when the null hypothesis is true will be less than 1% and .6%,
respectively (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2011). In other words, the probability of the researcher
incorrectly finding significance is less than .01 and .006.
Variables

This study included five variables, comprising the components of a PLC, as established
by Hord (1996): degree of shared and supportive leadership; degree of shared vision for student
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learning; degree of collective teacher learning; degree of shared practice; and degree of
supportive structures, conditions, and practices. These variables were measured on a Likert-type
scale contained in the SPSLCQ instrument developed by Hord in 1996 (see Appendix A).
Creswell (2011) refers to the Likert-type scale as a quasi-interval scale because it can be
regarded as ordinal and interval data for the purpose of educational research. According to
Creswell, Likert-type data can be regarded as interval data as long as several conditions are met.
If the scale contains multiple categories, the data are normally distributed, and the distance
between the values on the scale are equal, then a Likert-type scale can be treated as interval data
with minimal error. The scale used on the SPSLCQ instrument employed in this study meets
these criteria, so the Likert-type data were regarded as interval data.
This study sought to determine the differences and correlations among components of a
learning community that were largely defined through teacher behavior and perception. In
addition, the study tested for differences in teacher perception of components of a learning
community based on teacher demographic variables of gender and years in the profession.
While the literature supported the focus of the study in correlating these variables, it is
acknowledged that confounding variables might have impacted the conclusions that could be
drawn from the results.

Possible confounding variables included teacher skill level and

disposition toward work. Because teachers were able to choose whether or not to answer the
survey instrument, the sample was self-selecting. There might have been variables related to the
teachers that caused them to choose to submit the instrument, thus resulting in a sample for
which confounding variables existed.
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Instrumentation
Hord’s (1996) questionnaire School Professional Staff as Learning Community
(SPSLCQ) was the instrument used to measure the extent to which each of the components of a
learning community existed in each school. Each of the components was a latent construct,
measured through specific items on the instrument. Hord identified several specific purposes for
which the survey instrument was designed. Two of these purposes relate directly to the intention
of this study. First, the instrument was intended to be used as a diagnostic tool that could
differentiate elements of PLCs across different school environments. Second, the instrument
could be used after implementation of a PLC to assess the strength of each of the components to
determine whether each remained strong so that support could be put in place (Hord, 1999).
Both of these stated intents align with this study’s intended use of the instrument to differentiate
the strength of components of a PLC across schools.
The instrument consists of 17 descriptors in five major dimensions of professional
learning communities (Hord, 1997). The descriptors were designed along a continuum of most
desirable or mature practice to least desirable or least mature practice. The statements
differentiated parameters of the descriptor on a five-point scale, with the format requiring the
respondent to read all of the descriptors before marking the response. The instrument was
initially field tested in 1996 for score validity and reliability through the Appalachian Education
Laboratory (AEL) (Hord, 1999). The 1996 field test was independently reviewed in 1997, with
the conclusion that that the instrument was useful as a screening, filtering and measuring device
to assess the maturity of a PLC present in a school or group (Meehan, Orletsky, & Sattes, 1997).
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Hord (1999) first designed a pilot test to determine whether a field test was indicated.
The pilot test was completed in 1996 by the AEL and indicated that at that initial point
appropriate internal consistency and test-retest stability existed. For the pilot group, Cronbach’s
alpha reliability for all items was +.92, above the score of +.75 that the researchers needed to
indicate internal consistency. The test-retest stability over time for the pilot was found to be
+.94. These pilot findings were encouraging and suggested that a larger field test was in order
(Hord).
The field test for the SPSLCQ was designed to test the reliability and validity and to draw
conclusions about its use for school improvement (Hord, 1999). The sample for the field test
consisted of teachers in 21 schools who received no external motivation or rewards for
participating on a voluntary basis. The instrument was tested in elementary schools (n = 6),
middle/junior high schools (n = 6), and high schools (n = 9) with a range of enrollment levels
and percentage of students on free and reduced lunch status. To gather concurrent validity and
stability data, a sub sample of teachers in several schools agreed to complete a separate school
climate instrument and included an individual identification number to track the retest. In
addition, the instrument was administered to a known group, teachers in a school that had been
previously identified as a PLC through other research, so known group analysis could be
performed (Hord. 1999).
Researchers gathered data and then performed descriptive analysis, reliability analysis,
and validity analysis. Descriptive analysis using mean scores indicated that the instrument does
differentiate among schools in their development as professional learning communities.
Reliability analysis was performed for internal consistency and stability, or test-retest reliability.
The researchers computed an internal consistency reliability coefficient using Cronbach’s alpha

51
for both the entire sample and for individual schools to measure reliability for different intended
uses. The alpha reliability coefficient for the entire file of responses was .94. The alpha
reliability coefficients for each of the individual schools ranged from .62 to .95. Hord concluded
that the coefficient alpha reliabilities were satisfactory at the full group and the individual school
level, with no patterns emerging among the three different school levels in the sample (Meehan
et al., 1997). The stability reliability coefficient, computed on a smaller than ideal subsample,
was .6147, which the researchers deemed marginally satisfactory (Hord, 1999).
Validity analysis was performed for content validity (checking for appropriate content),
concurrent validity, and construct validity. Content validity was assessed at multiple stages. The
content of the instrument was initially designed based on the researcher’s review of the literature
and field work with SEDL (Hord, 1996). Second, knowledgeable staff members of the AEL
independently reviewed the instrument and suggested changes to wording. Third, Hord reviewed
the suggested changes and determined they were consistent with the original intent of the
instrument. These three stages of content review indicated that the instrument contained
satisfactory content validity (Hord, 1999; Meehan et al., 1997).
Concurrent validity was assessed by administering a separate school climate survey to a
subsample (n = 114). The correlation between the two instruments was .7489, significant at the
.001 level. Finally, construct validity was measured in two ways to determine whether the
instrument measured the construct of professional learning communities. Known group analysis
was performed to compare the scores of a school known to be functioning as a PLC with scores
from the volunteer sample, about which no assumptions had been made. Teachers in the known
group differed significantly (.0001) from teachers in the larger field test sample, leading Hord to
conclude that the instrument did accurately measure the construct of a PLC. Construct validity
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was also performed using factor analysis. Factor analysis indicated that the instrument did
represent a unitary construct of a PLC (Hord 1999; Meehan et al., 1997). In addition, factor
analysis showed that the five dimensions present in the instrument have descriptive value, rather
than subscale value, suitable to refine and compare school faculties (Meehan et al., 1997).
For the purpose of the current study, the researcher performed internal consistency
reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha (α) for all survey items and for the subscales to verify
the reliability testing results found by the Hord (1999). The total number of subscales in the
survey was 5, and the total number of items was 17 (see Appendix). An initial, internal
consistency estimate check, via Cronbach’s alpha, indicated that among the 5 subscales internal
consistency was measured at α = .83. Each of the subscales had internal consistency measured at
α ≥ .70, with shared and supportive leadership being the lowest (α = .72) and shared practices
being the highest (α = .84). The recommended cut-off value for acceptable score reliability for
survey research is α ≥ .70, and the recommended cut-off value for good score reliability is α ≥
.80 (Nunnally, 1978). Thus, all subscales possessed internal consistency in the acceptable to high
range, and the overall instrument possessed high internal consistency, indicating that the items
on the survey were highly inter-correlated. Through use of the Cronbach’s alpha test for internal
consistency, the researcher determined that the current application of the survey instrument
demonstrated similar internal consistency reliability to that found by Hord (1999) in the initial
testing of the instrument. This indication of stable internal consistency reliability over time from
Hord’s initial analysis to the testing of the current study, verifies that, although the instrument is
two decades old, it has not decayed.
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Population, Sample, and Participants

The population for the current study was comprised of teachers at public high schools in
northern Illinois with student populations of 400 or greater. The sample used to study this
population included teachers at two high schools in northern Illinois that that have implemented
PLCs for at least 5 years. This sample was primarily a sample of convenience in order to make
the study manageable. Creswell (2011) notes that in cases of convenience sampling the
researcher cannot be certain that the participants are accurately representative of the population.
Therefore, it was acknowledged that convenience sampling posed a threat to external validity
that impacts the manner in which the results could be generalized to the greater population at the
conclusion of this study. In addition, the convenience sample resulted in a selection threat,
which was considered in light of internal validity issues. Participants in the study were certified
staff members at these high schools, including teachers, related services, and other certificated
positions. Permissions for this study were required from the principal and the superintendent at
each site. These permissions were presented to the Institutional Review Board of Northern
Illinois University as a part of the IRB approval process for the study.
Data Collection and Management

The survey was distributed in hard copy to teachers and other certificated school
personnel in the high schools included in the sample. Subjects’ responses were linked to the
school from which they originated. Threats to validity were minimized as much as possible by
ensuring a return rate within each of the schools. The researcher utilized communication
protocols that guided communication with each building principal to assist with follow-up in
cases of non-responding teachers. The survey was initially distributed via paper copies to
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teachers’ mailboxes. Teachers had several weeks in which to respond. For schools with nonrespondents, the researcher contacted the principal a second time to verify that the surveys did
reach the subjects. The researcher also requested the assistance of the principal in reminding
teachers about the survey and again requesting their participation.
Data Analysis

This study utilized means difference analysis (t-tests and ANOVAs) as well as bivariate
correlation analysis to address the research questions:
1. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
gender?
2. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
longevity in the profession?
3. To what extent is the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs related
to each of the other four dimensions?
4. To what extent is the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions?
Means difference analysis through t-tests and analysis of variance allowed the researcher to
determine differences between teacher demographic groups in terms of their perceptions of PLC
components. Bivariate correlation allowed the researcher to determine the degree and
directionality of the relationship among components of PLCs.
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Threats to Validity

Threats to validity are important to acknowledge in a study because they can impact the
accuracy of inferences and generalizations drawn from the data (Creswell, 2011); thus, steps
must be taken to minimize the impact. In this study there were several threats to external and
internal validity. A threat to external validity that impacted this study was related to the setting.
The study used a sample of teachers from two northern Illinois schools, so results might not be
generalizable to the population of all high schools in Illinois or across the nation. Similarly, the
results might not be generalizable across school levels. The remedy for this threat was to
recommend that future research replicate the study in different settings to determine whether
similar results are obtained. In addition, the convenience sampling method impacted
generalizability as well as ecological validity of the conclusions. Ecological validity is important
because it indicates that, due to the convenience sampling, the results obtained by this study
related only to these subjects, at this point in time, in this specific setting, so they might not be
generalizable to other populations.
This study was impacted by several threats to internal validity. The most important
internal threat was a selection threat on two levels. First, a selection threat existed related to the
sample of schools that participated in the study. This was a sample of convenience, limited to
two schools for comparison. A selection threat also existed related to the sample of certificated
staff members that responded at each school. Staff members who chose to return the survey may
have had similar characteristics that did not permeate the population of teachers. For example, it
is possible that higher performers and teacher leaders might have been more receptive to
professional development and understood the PLC structure better. Conversely, it is possible
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that lower performing teachers, or teachers discontented with their jobs, might have answered the
survey to express their unhappiness with the structure. The selection threat related to teachers
could be remedied by utilizing a random sample of teachers within each school. However,
random sampling may prove difficult, as it would decrease the number of possible respondents,
and a certain number of responses are needed from each school to provide valid results. The
threats are acknowledged in the conclusions and care was taken to avoid generalizing
conclusions beyond the validity of the data.
Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations related to this study included receiving the appropriate permissions
from participating schools and teachers as well as permission to utilize the SPSLCQ instrument.
In addition, anonymity of the subjects of the study was protected and participation was
voluntary. These considerations were presented to Northern Illinois University’s Institutional
Review Board for approval. In addition, ethical considerations included putting in place
appropriate controls within the design of the study. The study included an adequate sample size
so valid conclusions could be drawn. In addition, the findings included a report of the effect size
in addition to significance testing of the null hypothesis. The effect size impacted whether the
conclusion could be drawn that there were statistically significant differences or relationships.
Last, as an ethical consideration, data must be shared. The results in this study are potentially
very useful for participating schools in their improvement efforts, so it would be unethical not to
share the results with these participants.
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Summary

This chapter has outlined the research methodology utilized in this study. Descriptions of
research questions, hypotheses, instrumentation, research design, participants, and data
management were included. In addition, internal and external threats to validity were explained,
along with ethical considerations relating to the study. The study employed means difference
analysis and bivariate correlation analysis to test the degree and directionality of relationships
among dimensions of a PLC. The instrument used in the study was Hord’s (1996) SPSLCQ,
which has been field tested for reliability and validity and has been used extensively to study
learning communities in different ways.
This study identified variables related to teacher characteristics in order to measure their
relationships with each other and with teacher demographic variables. While the literature
supported performing this means difference and correlation analysis, several confounding and
variables related to teacher perception and disposition existed. These variables were controlled
to the best of the researcher’s ability within the design of the study. In addition, conclusions
drawn from the study acknowledged the presence of these variables and their possible impact on
results.

CHAPTER 4
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Overview

This chapter presents the findings and analysis of the data collected for this study.
Findings are reported and analyzed by research question. The purpose of this study was to
address a gap in research on PLCs and the interactions among the elements of a PLC. The
research questions examined in the study were:
1. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on gender?
2. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on longevity
in the profession?
3. To what extent is the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs related to
each of the other four dimensions: shared vision for student learning, collective learning,
shared practice, and supportive structures, conditions, and practices?
4. To what extent is the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions: shared and supportive leadership,
shared vision for student learning, collective learning, and shared practice?
Analysis Procedures

Data were analyzed using SPSS Version 22. Research Questions 1 and 2 were addressed
using means difference testing. Question 1 utilized an independent samples t-test to analyze
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mean differences between two groups – male and female teachers – in terms of teacher
perceptions of PLC dimensions. Question 2 was analyzed using a one-way ANOVA to analyze
mean differences among the three levels that comprise the variable longevity in the profession in
terms of teacher perceptions of PLC dimensions. Questions 3 and 4 were answered using
bivariate correlations to test the direction and strength of the relationship between specific
dimensions of the PLC framework.
Survey Instrument, Respondents, and Descriptive Statistics

The survey instrument offered an opportunity for each educator to respond to 17
questions related to their perception of the strength of specific components of a PLC in their
school. The survey utilized a 5-point Likert-type scale with specific text descriptions for
categories 1, 3, and 5, and numbers only for categories 2 and 4 (as described in Chapter 3). All
questions were congruent in the scale in terms of low values representing a low incidence of PLC
attributes and high values representing a high incidence of PLC attributes (Appendix A). The 17
items on the survey were grouped to measure the following categories representing the 5
essential dimensions of PLCs: shared and supportive leadership; shared vision for student
learning; collective teacher learning; shared instructional practice; and supportive structures,
conditions, and practices. The analysis generated mean scores for each of the dimensions. The
descriptive data show that all dimensions of PLCs are perceived to exist at the schools at various
levels, as shown in Table 4-1.
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Table 4-1
Descriptive Statistics for PLC Dimensions
Shared and Supportive Leadership
Shared Vision for Student Learning
Collective Learning
Shared Practice
Supportive Structures, Conditions, and Practices

N
65
65
65
65
65

Min
2.00
2.00
1.80
1.00
2.00

Max
5.00
5.00
5.00
5.00
5.00

Mean
3.38
3.78
3.71
2.89
3.65

Std. Dev.
.64
.62
.57
.91
.61

Surveys were administered to 160 educators at two Midwestern, public 9-12 high
schools. A total of 65 educators responded to the survey, which provided a response rate of 41%
for the overall sample. Respondents from School 1 turned in 44.6% of the responses. With
reference to gender, for the overall sample 41.5% of respondents were male. Table 4-2 presents
information related to teacher longevity in the profession, recorded as years of experience. With
reference to longevity in the education profession, 15.4% of respondents had 1-5 years of
experience, 20% of respondents had 6-10 years of experience, 16.9% of respondents had 11-15
years of experience, 20% of respondents had 16-20 years of experience, 15.4% had 21-25 years
of experience, 1.5% had 26-30 years of experience, and 9.2% had more than 30 years of
experience. For the purpose of this study, these categories were collapsed into three categories
of experience levels, with 35.4% of respondents recording 1-10 years of experience, 36.9% of
respondents recording 11-20 years of experience, and 26.2% of respondents recording 21 or
more years of experience. If a standard teacher career was estimated at 34 years, based on
practices of the Teacher Retirement System of Illinois, each of the 10 year longevity bands
represented approximately one third of a teacher’s career. While it is acknowledged that the data
become less rich when the categories are collapsed, from the perspective of practice it makes
sense to categorize teacher longevity in thirds. In this instance, the teachers in the category 1-10
years could be considered early- to mid-career educators. The teachers in the category 11-20
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years could be considered mid- to late-career educators. The teachers in the category 21+ years
could be considered late-career educators.

Table 4-2
Teacher Longevity: Years of Teacher Experience
Years of Experience
Category 1: 0-10 years
Category 2: 11-20 years
Category 3: 21 or more years

Frequency
23
24
17

Percent
35.9
37.5
26.6

Research Question 1

Research Question 1 addressed how teacher perception of components of PLCs differs
based on the demographic variable of teacher gender. Research Question 1 asked, “What are the
differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on gender?” An independent
samples t-test was used to determine whether there was a statistically significant difference
between the means of the male (N = 27) and female (N = 38) respondents related to their
perceptions of each of the five PLC components. The results were analyzed with an alpha level
of .01. This alpha level was chosen to control for inflation of the Type I error rate. Because the
same test was being performed multiple times, there was a greater possibility of Type I error, or
capitalizing on a chance finding.
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Table 4-3
Levels of Teacher Perception of PLC Dimensions by Gender
PLC Component
Shared and Supportive Leadership
Shared Vision for Student Learning
Collective Learning
Shared Practice
Supportive Structures, Conditions, and
Practices

Gender
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

N
27
38
27
38
27
38
27
38
27
38

Mean
3.41
3.36
3.81
3.76
3.82
3.64
2.98
2.82
3.70
3.61

Std. Dev
.65
.64
.68
.58
.42
.65
.95
.89
.60
.62

Descriptives for these groups are presented in Table 4-3. Significance level of Levene’s
test for equality of variances indicated that the variance between the two groups were the same
for all of the components, as presented in Table 4-4. Equality of variances was assumed. Male
and female responses were analyzed for each of the 5 PLC components, p < .01, with the result
that no statistically significant differences were found. For the component “shared and
supportive leadership,” there was not a statistically significant difference between the perception
of male teachers (M = 3.41, SD = 0.65) and female teachers (M = 3.36, SD = 0.64); t(63) = .30, p
= .768. For the component “shared vision for student learning,” there was not a statistically
significant difference between the perceptions of male teachers (M = 3.81, SD = 0.68) and
female teachers (M = 3.76, SD = 0.58): t(63) = .33, p = .742. For the component “collective
teacher learning,” there was not a statistically significant difference between the perceptions of
male teachers (M = 3.82, SD = 0.42) and female teachers (M = 3.64, SD = 0.65); t(63) = 1.30, p
= .198. For the component “shared practice,” there was not a statistically significant difference
between the perceptions of male teachers (M = 2.98, SD = 0.95) and female teachers (M = 2.82,
SD = 0.89); t(63) = .67, p = .504. For the component supportive structures, conditions, and
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practices, there was not a statistically significant difference between the perceptions of male
teachers (M = 3.70, SD = 0.60) and female teachers (M = 3.61, SD = 0.62); t(63) = .58, p = .566.
A post hoc power analysis was performed, with the result that power for all of the tests fell well
below the accepted power threshold of .80 (Cohen, 1992). Results of the power analysis are
included in Table 4-4. As presented in Table 4-4, power ranged between .06 and .25 for these
tests, indicating an inflated Type II error rate. Because of the lack of a statistically significant
difference in perception of the PLC components between male and female teachers and because
of the low power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the following null hypotheses failed
to be rejected.
H001: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on gender.
H002: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on gender.
H003: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs does not
differ based on gender.
H004: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs does
not differ based on gender.
H005: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs does not differ based on gender.
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Table 4-4
Means Difference between Male and Female Groups
PLC Component

Levene’s Test
F
Sig.

Shared and Supportive
Leadership
Shared Vision for
Student Learning
Collective Learning

.35

0.555

T-test for Equality of Means
t
df Sig.
Mean
(2-tailed) Diff.
.30
63 .768
.048

1.48

.228

.33

63

.742

.052

.16

.06

2.90

.093

1.30

63

.198

.19

.14

.25

Shared Practice

.436

.511

.67

63

.504

.15

.23

.10

Std. Error Power
Diff.
.16
.06

Supportive Structures, .07
.795
.58
63 .566
.09
.15
.09
Conditions, and
Practices
Note: N = 65, significance determined at p < .01, alpha level adjusted to control for Type I error
Research Question 2

Research Question 2 addressed how teacher perception of components of PLCs differs
based on the demographic variable of teacher longevity in the profession, recorded as years of
professional experience. Research Question 2 asked, “What are the differences in teacher
perception of the PLC dimensions based on longevity in the profession?” Teacher longevity was
measured initially by teachers self-reporting their longevity in 5 year bands. With reference to
longevity in the education profession, 15.4% of respondents had 0-5 years of experience, 20% of
respondents had 6-10 years of experience, 16.9% of respondents had 11-15 years of experience,
20% of respondents had 16-20 years of experience, 15.4% had 21-25 years of experience, 1.5%
had 26-30 years of experience, and 9.2% had more than 30 years of experience. The 7 original
reporting bands with 5 year increments were combined to 3 bands, including 0-10 years of
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experience (designated category 1), 11-20 years of experience (designated category 2), and 21 or
more years of experience (designated category 3). Frequencies for years of teacher experience in
three bands were presented in Table 4-2. Descriptive statistics for years of teacher experience
are presented in Table 4-5. Within the data set for teacher years of experience, one respondent’s
answer was missing, resulting in N = 64, while the rest of the data were analyzed for a full data
set of N = 65.
Table 4-5
Descriptive Statistics for Teacher Years of Experience

Years in Education

N
64

Minimum
1

Maximum
3

Mean
1.91

Std Dev
.80

Variance
.63

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine the differences in teacher perception of
the PLC components based on teacher years of experience. The results were analyzed with an
alpha level of .01. This alpha level was chosen to control for inflation of the Type I error rate.
Because the same test was being performed multiple times, there was a greater possibility of
Type I error, or capitalizing on a chance finding. Respondent data were divided into three
groups representing teacher experience, as presented in Table 4-2. Descriptive data for the 5
PLC components are presented in Table 4-6. The significance level of Levene’s test for equality
of variances indicated that the variance among the groups was the same for all of the
components, as presented in Table 4-7. Equality of variances was assumed.
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Table 4-6
Perception of PLC Components Based on Teacher Experience

Shared and Supportive Leadership

Shared Vision for Student Learning

Collective Learning

Shared Practice

Supportive Structures, Conditions,
and Practices

Yrs. Exp. Group
1
2
3
1
2
3
1
2
3
1
2
3
1
2
3

N
23
24
17
23
24
17
23
24
17
23
24
17
23
24
17

Min
2.00
2.00
2.00
2.00
3.00
3.00
2.20
1.80
3.20
1.00
1.00
1.50
2.00
2.40
2.80

Max
5.00
5.00
4.00
5.00
5.00
4.67
5.00
4.60
4.60
5.00
5.00
4.00
5.00
5.00
4.20

Mean
3.63
3.36
3.09
3.86
3.76
3.76
3.77
3.56
3.87
3.09
2.80
2.79
3.81
3.52
3.64

Std Dev
.59
.73
.48
.70
.56
.60
.64
.61
.35
.93
.98
.81
.74
.58
.43

Table 4-7
Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances for PLC Components
PLC Component
Shared and Supportive Leadership
Shared Vision for Student Learning
Collective Learning
Shared Practice
Supportive Structures, Conditions, and Practices

Levene Statistic
2.101
.111
1.100
.226
1.937

df1
2
2
2
2
2

df2
61
61
61
61
61

Sig.
.131
.895
.339
.798
.153

Responses for teachers in all three experience groups were analyzed for each of the 5
PLC components, p < .01, with the result that no statistically significant differences were found,
as presented in Table 4-8. There was not a statistically significant difference at the p < .01 level
in teacher perception of the component “shared and supportive leadership” for the three teacher
experience groups: F(2,61) = 3.78, p = .028. There was not a statistically significant difference
at the p < .01 level in teacher perception of the component “shared vision for student learning”
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for the three teacher experience groups: F(2,61) = .16, p = .855. There was not a statistically
significant difference at the p < .01 level in teacher perception of the component “collective
learning” for the three teacher experience groups: F(2,61) = 1.64, p = .202. There was not a
statistically significant difference at the p < .01 level in teacher perception of the component
“shared practice” for the three teacher experience groups: F(2,61) = .71, p = .496. There was not
a statistically significant difference at the p < .01 level in teacher perception of the component
“supportive structures, conditions, and practices” for the three teacher experience groups: F(2,61)
= 1.37, p = .262. A post hoc power analysis was performed, with the result that power for all of
the tests fell below the accepted power threshold of .80 (Cohen, 1992). Results of the power
analysis are included in Table 4-8. Power ranged between .30 and .78 for these tests, indicating
an inflated Type II error rate. Because of the lack of a statistically significant difference in
perception of the PLC components among all three teacher experience groups and because of the
low power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the following null hypotheses failed to be
rejected.
H006: Teacher perception of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H007: Teacher perception of the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs
does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H008: Teacher perception of the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs does not
differ based on longevity in the profession.
H009: Teacher perception of the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs does
not differ based on longevity in the profession.
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H010: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs does not differ based on longevity in the profession.
H110: Teacher perception of the “supportive structures, conditions and practices”
dimension of PLCs differs based on longevity in the profession.
Table 4-8
Analysis of Variance among Teacher Experience Groups
PLC Component

Sum of
df
Mean F
Sig. Power
Squares
Square
Shared and Supportive
Between Groups
2.90
2
1.45
3.78 .028 .67
Leadership
Within Groups
23.38
61
.38
Total
26.28
63
Shared Vision for
Between Groups
.12
2
.061
.16
.855 .58
Student Learning
Within Groups
23.57
61
.39
Total
23.69
63
Collective Learning
Between Groups
1.06
2
.53
1.64 .202 .71
Within Groups
19.65
61
.32
Total
20.70
63
Shared Practice
Between Groups
1.19
2
.60
.71
.496 .30
Within Groups
51.22
61
.84
Total
52.41
63
Supportive Structures,
Between Groups
1.02
2
.51
1.37 .262 .78
Conditions, and
Within Groups
22.75
61
.37
Practices
Total
23.77
63
Note: N = 64, significance determined at p < .01, alpha level adjusted to control for Type I error
Research Question 3

Research Question 3 addressed the relationship among the 5 PLC components. Research
Question 3 asked, “To what extent is the ‘shared and supportive leadership’ dimension of PLCs
related to each of the other four dimensions: shared vision for student learning, collective
learning, shared practice, and supportive structures, conditions, and practices?” A Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficient was used to determine the strength of the relationship
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among the “shared and supportive leadership” component and each of the four other components
of PLCs. The strength of the relationships were determined using Cohen and Manion’s (1994)
correlation magnitude guidelines, as specified in Table 4-9.
Table 4-9
Correlation Magnitude Guidelines
Size of Correlation Coefficient
r < .20
r = .20 to .35
r = .36 to .65
r = .66 to .85
r > .85
(Cohen & Manion, 1994)

Correlation Magnitude
Slight correlation
Low correlation
Moderate correlation
High correlation
Very high correlation

The results were analyzed with an alpha level of .006. This alpha level was chosen to
control for inflation of the Type I error rate. Because the same test was being performed
multiple times and because the hypotheses associated with this research question called for a
one-tailed test, there was a greater possibility of Type I error, or capitalizing on a chance finding.
The results of these tests showed that the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs
had a moderate significant positive correlation to each of the other four dimensions: shared
vision for student learning, collective learning, shared practice, and supportive structures,
conditions, and practices. The results of these tests are reported in Table 4-10.
There was statistically significant moderate positive correlation between “shared and
supportive leadership” and “shared vision for student learning” (r = .467, n = 65, p < .006).
There was a statistically significant moderate positive correlation between “shared and
supportive leadership” and “collective learning” (r =.402, n = 65, p < .006). There was a
statistically significant moderate positive correlation between “shared and supportive leadership”
and “shared practice” (r =.526, n = 65, p < .006). There was a statistically significant moderate
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correlation between “shared and supportive leadership” and “supportive structures, conditions,
and practices” (r =.440, n = 65, p < .006). Overall, the data showed that stronger teacher
perceptions of the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs were correlated with
stronger teacher perceptions of each of the other four dimensions. The strongest correlation
existed between “shared and supportive leadership” and “shared practice,” (r = .526). Using
Cohen and Manion’s (1994) guidelines, the strength of this correlation was on the high end of
the moderate range of correlation strength.
A post hoc power analysis was performed, with the result that power for all of the tests
fell in the very high range in relation to Cohen’s (1992) designation of .80 as a threshold for
strong power. Power ranged between .96 and .99 for these tests, indicating a decreased rate of
Type II error. In addition, r2 was used to determine the extent to which percentage of variance in
one of the variables was accounted for by the other for each of the tests. For example, the
correlation between “shared and supportive leadership” and “shared practice” had an r2 equal to
.28, or 28%. This statistic indicates that 28% of the variance in “shared and supportive
leadership” was accounted for by “shared practice” and vice versa. Variance accounted for
ranged from 16% to 28% for the relationship among shared and supportive leadership and each
of the other variables. Because of the finding of statistically significant moderate positive
relationships and because of the high power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the
following null hypotheses were rejected.
H011: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs.
H012: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
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H013: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
H014: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs does not have a positive
relationship with the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs.
Because of the finding of statistically significant moderate positive relationships and because of
the high power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the following alternative hypotheses
were accepted.
H111: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of PLCs.
H112: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
H113: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
H114: The “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs has a positive
relationship with the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs.
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Table 4-10
Correlation Coefficients among PLC Components
PLC
Component

Shared and
Supportive
Leadership

Shared
Vision for
Student
Learning
.467
.22

Collective
Learning

Shared Supportive
Practice Struc.,
Cond., and
Prac.
.526
.440
.28
.19

Shared and
Pearsons Corr.
1
.402
Supportive
r2
1
.16
Leadership
Shared Vision Pearsons Corr.
.467
1
.576
.407
.689
for Student
r2
.22
1
.33
.17
.47
Learning
Collective
Pearsons Corr.
.402
.576
1
.477
.688
2
Learning
r
.16
.33
1
.23
.47
Shared
Pearsons Corr.
.526
.407
.477
1
.478
2
Practice
r
.28
.17
.23
1
.23
Supportive
Pearsons Corr.
.440
.689
.688
.478
1
Structures,
r2
.19
.47
.47
.23
1
Conditions,
and Practices
Note: N = 65, significance determined at p < .006, alpha level adjusted to control for Type I
error
a
All correlations showed statistical significance, p < .006
Research Question 4

Research Question 4 addressed the relationship among the 5 PLC components. Research
Question 4 asked, “To what extent is the ‘supportive structures, conditions, and practices’
dimension of PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions: shared and supportive
leadership, shared vision for student learning, collective learning, and shared practice?” A
Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was used to determine the strength of the
relationship among the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” component and each of
the four other components of PLCs. The strength of the relationships were determined using
Cohen’s (1988) effect size guidelines, as specified in Table 4-9.
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The results were analyzed with an alpha level of .006. This alpha level was chosen to
control for inflation of the Type I error rate. Because the same test was being performed
multiple times and because the hypotheses associated with this research question called for a
one-tailed test, there was a greater possibility of Type I error, or capitalizing on a chance finding.
The results of these tests showed that the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices”
dimension of PLCs had a moderate or strong positive correlation with each of the other four PLC
dimensions. There was a moderate significant positive correlation to two of the dimensions:
shared and supportive leadership and shared practice. There was a strong significant positive
correlation to two of the dimensions: shared vision for student learning and collective learning.
The results of these tests are reported in Table 4-10.
There was a moderate statistically significant positive correlation between “supportive
structures, conditions, and practices” and “shared and supportive leadership” (r =.440, n = 65, p
< .006). There was a strong statistically significant positive correlation between “supportive
structures, conditions, and practices” and “shared vision for student learning” (r =.689, n = 65, p
< .006). There was a strong statistically significant positive correlation between “supportive
structures, conditions, and practices” and “collective learning” (r =.688, n = 65, p < .006). There
was a moderate statistically significant positive correlation between “supportive structures,
conditions, and practices” and “shared practice” (r =.478, n = 65, p < .006). Overall, the data
showed that stronger teacher perceptions of the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices”
dimension of PLCs were correlated with stronger teacher perceptions of each of the other four
dimensions. The strongest correlations existed among “supportive structures, conditions, and
practices” and “shared vision for student learning” (r =.689), and “collective learning (r =.688).
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A post hoc power analysis was performed, with the result that power for all of the tests
fell into the very high range in relation to Cohen’s (1992) designation of .80 as a threshold for
strong power. Power ranged between .96 and .99 for these tests, indicating a decreased rate of
Type II error. In addition, for each of the tests r2 was used to determine the extent to which the
percentage of variance in one of the variables was accounted for by the other variable in that
statistical test. For example, the correlation between “supportive structures, conditions, and
practices” and “shared vision for student learning” had an r2 equal to .47, or 47%. This statistic
indicates that 47% of the variance in “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” was
accounted for by “shared vision for student learning” and vice versa. Variance accounted for
ranged from 19% to 47% for the relationship among shared and supportive leadership and each
of the other variables. Because of the finding of statistically significant moderate positive
relationships and because of the high power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the
following null hypotheses were rejected.
H015: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension
of PLCs.
H016: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension
of PLCs.
H017: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of
PLCs.
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H018: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs does not
have a positive relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of
PLCs.
Because of the finding of statistically significant moderate positive relationships and because of
the high power determined in the post hoc power analysis, the following alternative hypotheses
were accepted.
H115: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of
PLCs.
H116: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared vision for student learning” dimension of
PLCs.
H117: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “collective teacher learning” dimension of PLCs.
H118: The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of PLCs has a
positive relationship with the “shared instructional practice” dimension of PLCs.
Summary

The results of descriptive statistical analysis indicate that all 5 of the PLC components
were perceived by teachers to exist. “Shared vision for student learning” was the component that
was most strongly perceived, while “shared practice” was the least perceived.
Data analysis through use of a t-test indicated that there was no significant difference
between male (n = 27) and female (n = 38) teachers in how they perceived each of the PLC
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components. Significance was determined at the p < .01 level. In addition, post hoc power
analysis indicated power well below the .80 threshold recommended by Cohen (1992). Thus, the
null hypotheses failed to be rejected.
A one-way ANOVA determined that there was no significant difference among teacher
perception of the PLC components based on teacher longevity in the profession. Significance
was determined at the p < .01 level. In addition, post hoc power analysis indicated power well
below the .80 threshold recommended by Cohen (1992). Thus, the null hypotheses failed to be
rejected.
Pearson correlation coefficients indicated significant relationships among all of the PLC
components (p < .006). “Shared and supportive leadership” had a moderate significant positive
correlation with each of the other four components: “supportive structures, conditions, and
practices” had a strong positive correlation with “shared vision for student learning” and
“collective learning” and had moderate positive correlations with “shared and supportive
leadership” and “collective practice.” In addition, post hoc power analysis indicated power well
above the .80 threshold recommended by Cohen (1992). Thus, the null hypotheses were
rejected.
This chapter presented the research findings and a summary of the data analysis. Chapter
5 presents a summary of the findings, conclusions, recommendations for further study, and
implications for practice.

CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Overview

Chapter 5 provides a summary of the research conducted for this study, discussion of the
conclusions for each research question, limitations of the study, implications for practice, and
recommendations for future research.
Project Summary

This study was conducted to examine the use of professional learning communities
(PLCs) as a school improvement structure at the high school level. During the course of the last
two decades PLCs have become increasingly popular among practitioners as a structure to
improve student learning (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008;
Price, 2008). As the use of this structure grows, the need for systematic study of its precise
mechanisms increases. While many schools have implemented some semblance of a PLC
structure in response to the need for school improvement initiatives, there has been a lack of
specificity in the manner in which the structure is defined and monitored at the practitioner level.
Hord’s (1996) framework identifies and defines five major components of effective PLCs:


Shared and supportive leadership



Shared vision for student learning



Collective teacher learning
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Shared instructional practice



Supportive structures, conditions, and practices

These components are well established and supported in the literature, individually and as a
collective approach to school improvement (Achinstein, 2002; Cranston, 2009; Ebmeier &
Nicklaus, 1999; Grossman, Wineburg & Woolworth, 2001; Little, 2003; Louis & Marks, 1998;
Louis, Marks & Kruse, 1996; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Somech, 2005, 2008; Supovitz, 2002;
Young, 2006). To contribute greater understanding of how the PLC structure functions for
school improvement, this study focused on interactions between components of PLCs by asking
the following research questions:
1. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
gender?
2. What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC dimensions based on
longevity in the profession?
3. To what extent is the “shared and supportive leadership” dimension of PLCs related
to each of the other four dimensions?
4. To what extent is the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” dimension of
PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions?
The research questions were chosen based on the problem identified for research in this study.
While practitioners have regarded PLCs as a high-leverage improvement structure, and
practitioner publications have advocated the practice (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker,
1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Price, 2008), practitioners often have an incomplete
understanding of the structure and the complexities of implementation.
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These research questions pinpointed questions of concern for practitioners with the goal
of providing further information that could be of use for those attempting to implement PLCs
with the greatest effect in schools. Specifically, findings related to Research Questions 1 and 2
were intended to provide direction for principals and colleagues in facilitating collaboration and
participation by different staff members. Findings related to Research Questions 3 and 4 were
intended to provide guidance to principals regarding whether some of the components were
higher-leverage in implementing the overall PLC structure than others. Shared and supportive
leadership and supportive structures and conditions are both components that are supported in
the literature as foundational to the success of PLCs (Bezzina, 2006; Curry, 2008; Conley,
Fauske & Pounder, 2004; Drago-Severson, 2007; Grossman et al., 2001; Louis et al., 1996;
Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Pomson, 2005; Uline et al., 2003; Wood,
2007a; Wood, 2007b). The current study identified the two components specified in Research
Questions 3 and 4 in order to determine strength of correlations, with the intent of providing
guidance for practitioners related to focus on these components in the implementation process.
These questions were studied through a quantitative correlational study designed to
examine the relationship among the five variables defined in Hord’s (1996) framework. In
addition, the study examined the relationship among the PLC components and the teacher
demographic variables of gender and years of experience. The sample used to study this
population included teachers at two high schools in northern Illinois that were subjects for the
study. This sample was primarily a sample of convenience in order to make the study
manageable. Teachers in each school were asked to complete Hord’s (1996) questionnaire
School Professional Staff as Learning Community (SPSLCQ) as an instrument to measure the
extent to which each of the components of a learning community existed in each school. The
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survey instrument consisted of 17 questions on a Likert-type scale that measured the strength or
maturity of each of the PLC components. A total of 65 teachers completed the survey.
Research Question 1 was addressed using means difference analysis through t-tests to
determine whether there was a significant difference between male and female teachers in their
perception of each of the PLC components.
Research Question 2 was addressed using means difference analysis through a one-way
ANOVA to determine whether there were significant differences in perception of each of the
PLC components among teachers with differing years of experience.
Research Question 3 was addressed using bivariate correlation to determine the strength
and direction of the relationship between the “shared and supportive leadership” component and
each of the other 4 components.
Research Question 4 was addressed using bivariate correlation to determine the strength
and direction of the relationship between the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices”
component and each of the other 4 components.
Conclusions for Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked, “What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC
dimensions based on gender?” The t-test for the means difference analysis of teacher perception
of the PLC components by gender indicated that there was no statistically significant difference
between men and women. Descriptive statistics indicated that the means for each group differed,
with the mean for men slightly higher than the mean for women for all of the PLC components;
however, the analysis found that the differences were not large and were not statistically
significant. While practitioners in public schools may broadly note gender differences or
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stereotypes related to the genders and how they interact in teams or groups, this finding indicates
that for teachers in these two high schools, differences were not evident. The surveys were filled
out voluntarily by teachers, with slightly more women responding (n = 38) than men (n = 27).
The fact that the sample sizes for male and female teachers were not widely discrepant may
indicate that men and women were fairly equally willing to engage and participate in the PLC
process. The participation of both male and female teachers was relevant, especially in light of
the fact that the high school level may be the only public school level in which it is possible to
approximate equal numbers of survey responses from men and women. At the elementary and
middle levels, it is fairly typical for female teachers to outnumber male teachers, thus making the
composition of collaborative teams and the possible survey respondents unbalanced related to
gender distribution.
Conclusions for Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “What are the differences in teacher perception of the PLC
dimensions based on longevity in the profession?” The one-way ANOVA for analysis of means
differences in teacher perception of the PLC components based on teacher years of experience
indicated that there was no statistically significant difference among teachers based on longevity.
Although no statistical significance was found, descriptive statistics indicated that the means for
the groups differed, with teachers in the 1-10 years of experience group recording the highest
mean for all of the components except for “collective learning.” In addition, teachers with 1-10
years of experience were the only group who posted a maximum answer of 5, the highest answer
on the Likert-type scale, for all of the components. While not statistically significant, this
finding was notable in that it may not be surprising to practitioners to learn that less experienced
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teachers may embrace new models or change to a greater degree and that they may perceive the
change as stronger or as more fully developed than their more experienced peers. It was
noteworthy that teacher participation in the survey declined as teacher years of experience
increased. As presented in Table 5-1, teachers in the categories of 26 to 30 and 30 or more years
of experience were extremely limited in their participation (n = 1 and n = 6). Based on the
retirement ages established by the Illinois Teacher Retirement System, most teachers with 25 or
more years of service are serving in the final decade of their career. The frequency distribution
of participation by longevity indicates that far fewer teachers in the final stages of their career
chose to participate than early or mid-career teachers. The impact of this discrepancy in
participation rates related to teacher longevity will be further explored in the discussion of
limitations of the study. However, given the voluntary nature of the study, it is important to
consider why late-career teachers may have chosen to decline participation. It is possible that
their choice not to participate may have been related to a lack of engagement with the PLC
concept. This avenue for further research will be explored later in the study.
Table 5-1
Frequency Distribution for Teacher Participation Related to Longevity
Years of Teacher Experience
1-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
21-25
26-30
More than 30

Frequency
16
13
11
13
10
1
6

Percent
15.4
20.0
16.9
20.0
15.4
1.5
9.2
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Conclusions for Research Question 3
Research Question 3 asked, “To what extent is the ‘shared and supportive leadership’
dimension of PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions: shared vision for student
learning, collective learning, shared practice, and supportive structures, conditions, and
practices?” The bivariate correlation analysis determined that there was a statistically significant
moderate positive relationship among the “shared and supportive leadership” component of
PLCs and each of the other 4 components: shared vision for student learning, shared practice,
collective learning, and supportive structures, conditions, and practices. While all of the
correlations were of moderate strength, they indicated that there was a definite reciprocal
relationship among “shared and supportive leadership” and the other PLC components. This
result was not surprising, as the structure of a PLC is, by definition, a structure composed of
components that are expected to interact in the same direction for the same purpose. To the
extent that these findings can be generalized, the results corroborate the PLC framework as a
fully functioning whole rather than simply a collection of individual components. While it is
possible that in some settings these components may exist in isolation or that some schools may
have implemented only a small number of them, by definition a functioning PLC incorporates all
of the components working together. The fact that the components were all positively correlated
provides support for the concept of PLCs as a cohesive framework, as presented in the literature
(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Hord, 1996). Also of note in these results was the fact
that the strengths of the correlations were very similar within the moderate range. The literature
establishes shared and supportive leadership as a foundational component of PLCs, due to the
need for both vision and facilitation skills in order to implement the structure with success
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(Bezzina, 2006; Conley, Fauske & Pounder, 2004; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Mullen &
Huttinger, 2008; Wood, 2007b). The finding of very similar correlation strength in the moderate
range may indicate that shared and supportive leadership, while important to the success of a
PLC, does not have a stronger connection with any one of the components than the others.
Conclusions for Research Question 4
Research Question 4 asked, “To what extent is the ‘supportive structures, conditions, and
practices’ dimension of PLCs related to each of the other four dimensions: shared and supportive
leadership, shared vision for student learning, collective learning, and shared practice?” The
bivariate correlation analysis determined that there was a statistically significant positive
relationship among the “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” component of PLCs
and each of the other 4 components: shared and supportive leadership, shared vision for student
learning, shared practice, and collective learning. The correlations for “shared and supportive
leadership” and “shared practice” were of moderate strength. However, the correlation
coefficients for “shared vision for student learning” and “collective learning” were strong (r =
689 and r = 688). As with Research Question 3, these significant positive findings were
expected and supportive of the concept of the PLC framework as a complete concept. In other
words, these findings supported the premise of the framework for this study.
It was also noteworthy that “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” had a strong
correlation with two of the other components. Within the literature, and commonly within
practice, structures such as schedules, meeting groups, and logistics are the first steps that a
school or district takes toward implementation of PLCs (Bezzina, 2006; Curry, 2008; DragoSeverson, 2007; Grossman et al., 2001; Louis et al., 1996; Pomson, 2005; Uline et al., 2003;
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Wood, 2007a). For this reason, it would be expected that there may be stronger correlations with
this component than among the other components. Of all of the correlations among components,
“supportive structures, conditions, and practices” was the only one that had strong correlations
with the other components, supporting the findings in previous literature.
An additional conclusion that may be drawn from these findings relates to teacher
perception of PLCs and which components teachers may more readily perceive. Hord and
Sommers (2008) caution that while structures such as schedules, meeting times, and agendas
from collaborative work may be the most visible evidence that a PLC is in place, these items
alone are not sufficient to indicate that a functioning PLC is actually at work in a school
building. Further, Hord and Sommers note that often for both teachers and principals,
implementation of PLCs starts and ends with the structures, and some schools may fail to
implement the other components that take more effort, deep learning, and staff support. Thus,
the findings of strong correlations between supportive structures and conditions and other
components may have been an indication that supportive structures (schedules, logistics, and
meeting notes) are better understood and more easily apparent to teachers than the other
components, thus resulting in the higher scoring on the survey for this component.
Limitations of the Study

The population for the current study was teachers at northern Illinois high schools with
student populations of 400 or greater. The sample used to study this population was limited to
teachers at two northern Illinois high schools with student populations greater than 400 that have
implemented PLCs for at least five years. This sample was primarily a sample of convenience in
order to make the study manageable. Creswell (2011) notes that in cases of convenience
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sampling the researcher cannot be certain that the participants are accurately representative of the
population. Therefore, it is acknowledged that convenience sampling posed a threat to external
validity and may have impacted the manner in which the results could be generalized to the
greater population.
There are several ways in which methodological shortcomings of the study may have
impacted results. In both of the high schools, the principal distributed paper copies of the survey
instrument to teachers. Teachers responded purely based on their inclination to respond. It is
possible that teachers who were more supportive of or interested in the PLC concept, or who had
greater baseline knowledge of the concept, responded in greater numbers than teachers who did
not support the concept. The self-selecting sample indicates the possibility that teacher
perception of each of the PLC components was substantially more similar, showing smaller
mean differences among groups and showing higher levels of correlation than would result from
a sample including all staff in the building. While it is impossible to know what factors caused
staff to elect to complete the survey, it is clear that the surveys were not completed by a
representative sample of staff members with regard to some demographic characteristics. For
both gender and teacher longevity, the distribution of the teachers who elected to complete the
survey did not match the distribution of these demographic characteristics for the full sample
group of all teachers in the two schools. Thus, the self-selecting nature of the sample may have
impacted the extent to which the sample was inferential to the population, lowering the level of
generalizability of conclusions.
Another limitation of the study was the sample size. While the sample size was adequate
to satisfy the specifications identified by Creswell (2012), the relatively small sample may have
contributed to a lack of power in the results for the statistical tests related to Research Questions
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1 and 2. It is acknowledged that a larger sample size would increase the power of the findings
and would improve the researcher’s ability to generalize results.
The study was a regional study, with the sample generated from two high schools in
neighboring counties in northern Illinois. Each of these high schools was located in a unit school
district that adopted the PLC framework at the district level. One of the schools had a principal
who started in the position several years after the district-level adoption of the PLC framework,
and the other school had a principal that had been in place since the beginning of the districtwide PLC adoption. These principal tenure differences may have impacted the outcomes of the
staffs’ perceptions of some of the PLC components, most likely “shared and supportive
leadership.” Because the sample was chosen only from these two schools, with their unique
characteristics, it is acknowledged that some of the findings may have been impacted by unique
local or district circumstances and may not be fully generalizable to the larger population.
Implications for Practice

This study was designed to address a practitioner-based problem related to
implementation of the PLC framework in high schools for the purpose of school improvement.
Because there is strong practitioner buy-in into the concept (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour &
Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Price, 2008), there is a need for scholarly studies that
isolate the mechanisms of the structure and determine the relationships among the components.
The functional problem for practitioners is that while many schools have implemented some
semblance of a PLC structure in response to the need for school improvement initiatives, there
has been a lack of specificity in the manner in which the structure is defined and monitored. The
structure has become diluted in practice, so that implementation of a PLC can vary greatly from

88
school to school in both design and outcome. There is a lack of scholarly research unpacking the
relationships among these components and related school improvement outcomes so educators
can effectively implement and monitor the structure. This study was intended to add to the
literature further defining the relationships between PLC components and examining how
teachers interacted with the structure based on demographic variables such as gender and
longevity. While the results of this study were limited in several ways, they did offer insight that
can improve practitioner efforts to implement effective PLCs for the purpose of school
improvement.
The findings related to Research Questions 1 and 2 – differences in teacher perception of
the PLC components based on demographic variables of gender and longevity – can inform
practitioners as they move staff members through organizational changes needed to implement
PLCs. Prior scholarly studies and practitioner literature related to PLCs do not specifically
address the issue of the role of gender in PLC implementation. Thus, these research questions
were designed to explore whether results would emerge that would provide context and guidance
for practitioners as they implement PLCs. While some principals commonly attempt to balance
teams of teachers by gender to the extent possible, there is not always an opportunity to ensure
gender balance. While there may be many ways in which gender impacts teaching and
professional practice beyond the scope of this study, the finding from this study is that, for this
sample of teachers, there was no significant difference between male and female teachers in their
perceptions of PLCs. For principals, as well as for teammates working together within the PLC
structure, these findings indicate that while there may be gender differences in communication
style or other behaviors and attitudes, there should not be an assumption that male and female
teachers have different orientations to components of the PLC structure.
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Prior scholarly studies do not address the issue of longevity in relation to teacher
perception of PLCs or ability to function within a PLC. From a practitioner perspective, there is
often an assumption that teachers with less experience are more open to change, less likely to
have entrenched views, and more progressive in their practice than teachers with more years of
experience. While this stereotype may or may not have some application to different situations
beyond the scope of this research, the findings from the current study indicate that there are no
significant differences in teacher perception of PLC components based on teacher longevity in
the profession. Thus, to successfully support and nurture PLC implementation within the staff,
principals and teacher teams would do well to avoid stereotyping teachers or making
assumptions about teacher orientation to change simply based on longevity. Like gender, there
may be some specific communication or behavioral differences among teachers with differing
years of experience; however, the findings from the current study indicate that any such
differences should not be attributed to teacher perception or belief about PLCs.
The findings related to Research Questions 3 and 4 – relationships among the PLC
components – can inform principals as they implement the PLC structure in school buildings by
helping them determine which components may be higher-leverage in supporting the overall
structure. The “shared and supportive leadership” component of PLCs is well-supported in the
literature as an integral contributor to the success of a PLC in achieving outcomes (Bezzina,
2006; Conley, Fauske & Pounder, 2004; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001; Mullen & Huttinger, 2008;
Wood, 2007b). As such, this component should be considered part of the foundational structure
of any functioning PLC. The current study examined the relationship among the “shared and
supportive leadership” component and each of the other four components of PLCs, finding that
all of these relationships were statistically significant, positive, and of moderate strength. The
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positive significant relationship was to be expected based on the fact that the PLC model is
designed to function with the components mutually supporting growth in the same direction.
However, the moderate strength of the relationships did not differ from the moderate strength of
the relationships among all of the other components. In other words, “shared and supportive
leadership,” while supported in the literature as a seminal component for the success of the
model, did not emerge as a foundational component based on teacher perception in the findings
of this study. This finding is interesting from the perspective of how teachers perceive principal
leadership, but it should not be taken by any PLC leader as an indication that leadership is not
important to the success of the model. This finding may bear more relationship to the manner in
which teachers perceive leadership in a general sense than to the actual importance of leadership
behaviors to the PLC process. This issue will be further explored in the discussion of
recommendations for future research.
The “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” component of PLCs is supported in
the literature as a foundational construct central to the success of the PLC structure (Bezzina,
2006; Curry, 2008; Drago-Severson, 2007; Grossman et al., 2001; Louis et al., 1996; Pomson,
2005; Uline et al., 2003; Wood, 2007a). As such, the expectation would be that it serves as a
foundational component of PLC implementation. The current study examined the strength of the
relationship among “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” and each of the other PLC
components, finding that there was a statistically significant positive correlation in each case.
The correlations for “shared and supportive leadership” and “shared practice” were of moderate
strength. However, the correlation coefficients for “shared vision for student learning” and
“collective learning” were strong. It is noteworthy that the correlations varied in strength, as
“supportive structures, conditions, and practices” was the only component that showed
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correlations of strong magnitude in comparison to any of the other components. This finding
may indicate that the view of “supportive structures, conditions, and practices” as a foundational
component for PLC implementation could be useful for principals beginning or nurturing
implementation. The establishment of structures, conditions, and practices that support PLC
implementation, such as scheduling of collaboration time (Louis, et al., 1996; Pomson, 2005;
Supovitz, 2002) or the establishment of communication norms and protocols (Curry, 2008;
Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Young, 2006), are areas worthy of attention by principals focused on
successful implementation of PLCs.
Overall, the main implications of this study lie in the link from research to practice. If
PLCs are to be used as a school improvement structure, with any chance of successful
improvement outcomes, practitioners must be guided by research when making implementation
decisions. This study’s exploratory approach to differences in teacher perception based on
gender and longevity was a start toward investigating how different groups of staff might need to
be supported differently through the implementation process. The investigation of the
relationships between different components was designed to provide information that could help
principals and staff members determine how PLCs function and which components might merit
more emphasis or time in implementation. This study provided a link from research to practice,
broadening understanding of a commonly used structure to ultimately enrich and improve
practice in schools.
Recommendations for Future Research

The results of the current study suggest several avenues for future research. As is evident
in the literature, PLCs are often studied via mixed methods research or qualitative case studies.
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While the current study attempted to fill a gap related to quantitative research that would be more
generalizable, a mixed method study would allow the researcher to understand why teachers
perceived the PLC components as they did, thus providing deeper insight. In addition, a
quantitative study that replicates these results with a larger sample size would be more
generalizable to the larger population and provide a more certain roadmap for practitioners as
they approach implementation of the PLC structure. A quantitative study that replicates these
results using a full sample instead of a self-selecting sample would allow further examination of
the differences in teacher perceptions based on gender and longevity. A quantitative study
replicating this research with a different instrument would confirm whether the SPSLCQ as an
instrument had experienced decay during the two decades since its development.
An additional recommendation for further research relates to the findings for Research
Question 1, the difference between male and female perceptions of PLCs. The data indicated
that, although no statistically significant differences existed, men had a higher mean score than
women for perception of every component. While this finding might be replicated via mixed
method studies of gender and PLCs, there may also be links to a study of how men and women
collaborate differently or how they perceive collegial relations. Because the survey questions
related to teacher perception of the strength of the components, this finding may relate more
directly to how men and women perceive organizational change differently, rather than how men
and women perceive the PLC structure. A study of these related gender characteristics would
further inform how men and women might approach the structure differently or function
differently while in the structure.
Another recommendation for further research relates to the findings for Research
Question 2, the differences among teachers of differing experience levels in their perceptions of
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PLCs. As noted in discussion of the conclusions, far fewer teachers with 26 or more years of
experience chose to complete the survey. This gap requires further research to determine the
reason for the discrepancy. Further study may be done on this issue via mixed method or
qualitative research that explores teacher motivations and perceptions of PLCs. There may be
multiple reasons why teachers later in their careers chose to decline the survey, including the
possibility that they feel more secure declining a request for survey completion, despite the fact
that all teachers were informed that participation was not mandatory. If additional research finds
that teachers with more years of experience are unwilling to engage or participate in the PLC
process, this finding could have implications for practitioners who are attempting to implement
the structure for school improvement. Findings of further research may provide clarification of
the attitude of late-career teachers toward PLCs, which would assist school leaders attempting to
better support all staff members in the implementation process.
An additional recommendation for further research relates to replication of this study at
all public school levels. The current study focused on the high school level. However,
replication of the study at the middle and elementary school levels would verify results and
possibly inform differences among the levels that could be useful for practitioners differentiating
approaches to implementation.
Another recommendation for future research relates to further study of the “shared and
supportive leadership” component of PLCs. The results from this study indicated that this
component did not have any stronger correlation to the larger structure than did any of the other
components. However, the literature identifies leadership as an extremely important part of the
PLC process (Bezzina, 2006; Conley, Fauske & Pounder, 2004; Mitchell & Sackney, 2001;
Mullen & Huttinger, 2008; Wood, 2007b). This disconnect between the results of the current
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study and the existing literature may be further examined by studying how teachers perceive
leadership in a general sense. Further study may show that perception of leadership within the
PLC structure is more closely aligned to general leadership dynamics rather than to the actual
importance of leadership behaviors in a PLC.
Summary

During the past two decades, professional learning communities (PLCs) have become an
important school improvement structure implemented in public schools (DuFour, 2009).
Practitioner literature related to the benefits of the structure and the best practices for
implementation is convincing (Buffum, et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers,
2008; Price, 2008); however, a scarcity of scholarly research on the structure, as a whole, leaves
a gap in the literature. In addition, the literature is largely silent on PLC implementation related
specifically to the high school level. While some case studies exist, quantitative analysis of
PLCs as an overarching framework for school improvement was needed. This study was
designed to address that gap by seeking quantitative findings on teachers’ perceptions of the PLC
components in a high school setting.
As PLCs are rooted in practice, the current study of the structure was built on a
practitioner-based rationale. To successfully implement PLCs and nurture development of the
structure, principals and other leaders in school buildings must have a greater understanding of
the mechanisms at work within the structure, including the interaction of the components and the
ways in which staff groups perceive the structure. The results of the current study inform the
literature on this topic by providing some guidelines for practitioners to facilitate implementation
of PLCs including different demographic groups of teachers. In addition, the study provides
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information related to the relationships among the components so that practitioners
implementing the structure have a better understanding of how it works as a vehicle for school
improvement.
School reform efforts and pressure on schools to improve have persisted from the early
1980s with A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) to the
present with NCLB. The political landscape in 2015 shows every indication of continuing to
support increased federal and state mandates for improvement. In this regard internal pressure is
also felt by practitioners who face a strong responsibility to do their best for their students. The
PLC framework has been a promising school improvement structure that can provide benefits for
both teachers and students. Therefore, this study attempted to add to the literature on PLCs in a
way that would help practitioners with concrete aspects and problems of implementation.
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Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
I agree to participate in the research project titled “Professional Learning Communities as
Predictors of Student Achievement” being conducted by Erika Schlichter, a doctoral student
at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to
identify the strength of different components of the professional learning communities
(PLC) structure as predictors of student achievement.
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to complete a survey.
The survey will require approximately 5 minutes to complete.
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without
penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study I may
contact Erika Schlichter at (815) 761-3381 or Dr. Marc VanOverbeke at (815) 753-3180. I
understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I
may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University at (815) 7538588.
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include the collection of data as it
pertains to professional learning community implementation.
I understand that all information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by the
researcher. Confidentiality will be maintained by the omission of names and school
districts or school names in the presentation of the data.
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of
any legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge
that I have received a copy of this consent form.
I understand that completion of the survey implies my consent.
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11-Oct-2012
Erika Schlichter
104 Pooler Ave
DeKalb IL 60115
RE: Protocol # HS12-0351 “Professional learning communities as predictors of
student achievement”
Dear Erika Schlichter,
Your application for institutional review of research involving human subjects was
reviewed on 10-Oct-2012 and it was determined that it meets the criteria for
exemption, as defined by the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services
Regulations for the Protection of Human Subjects, 45 CFR 46.101(b), 2
Although this research is exempt, you have responsibilities for the ethical conduct of
the research and must comply with the following:
Amendments: You are responsible for reporting any amendments or changes to your
research protocol that may affect the determination of exemption and/or the specific
category. This may result in your research no longer being eligible for the exemption
that has been granted.
Record Keeping: You are responsible for maintaining a copy of all research related
records in a secure location, in the event future verification is necessary. At a
minimum these documents include: the research protocol, all questionnaires, survey
instruments, interview questions and/or data collection instruments associated with
this research protocol, recruiting or advertising materials, any consent forms or
information sheets given to participants, all correspondence to or from the IRB, and
any other pertinent documents.
Please include the protocol number (HS12-0351) on any documents or
correspondence sent to the IRB about this study.
If you have questions or need additional information, please contact the Office of
Research Compliance at 815-753-8588.
Sincerely,
David Henningsen
Chair
Institutional Review Board #1
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March 15, 2014
RE: Protocol # HS12-0351 “Professional learning communities as predictors of
student achievement”
To Whom It May Concern:
I have amended my application for IRB approval for exempt study, Protocol #HS120351. The study has changed slightly in size. The original IRB application indicated
that multiple schools would be included in the study, with a target number of 150
participants. The new design calls for study of two schools, with a target number of
75-100 participants.
I request that the IRB review this revision, and provide guidance on whether the
current exempt status still applies, and the study can proceed under the prior approval.
Regards,
Erika Schlichter
104 Pooler Avenue
DeKalb, IL 60115
815-761-3381
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